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My mission with the Journal of Excellence is to fill some important gaps in our knowledge, 
actions and our lives, that are essential to the successful pursuit of personal and professional 
excellence. The Journal of Excellence is devoted to nurturing excellence in all human endeavors 
and all worthy pursuits. Our focus is centered on the pursuit of excellence in the working and 
performing parts of our lives, as well as our lives outside the workplace or performance domain. 
Our goal is to inspire excellence, provide a forum to discuss the positive pursuit of excellence, 
and share practical strategies and perspectives for pursuing meaningful high-level goals. 
 
The Journal of Excellence is committed to nurturing a positive vision of education and training 
for better people, better performers and a better world. 
  
There is much value in pursuing excellence, in education, sport, health, the performing arts, 
parenting, teaching, coaching, health care, political, government and business leadership, and 
every workplace. There is also much value in the pursuing excellence in quality living, quality 
relationships and the development of a higher level of humanity. This is the first and only 
journal, which has EXCELLENCE in multiple domains as its sole focus. The ultimate mission 
of the Journal of Excellence is to provide insights and strategies that will help us to collectively 
become more successful in the pursuit of performance excellence and more fulfilled through 
excellence in living.  
 
My vision is a journal that is applied in orientation, relevant in content and wide ranging in 
application. We are committed to: 
  
1) Learning from and sharing the experiences of exceptional performers and inspiring people. 
2) Developing a more thorough understanding of the mental links to excellence. 
3) Promoting excellence in performance and excellence in living. 
4) Initiating positive real world change. 
 
If you have experiences, applied research or meaningful insights that are relevant to the 
pursuit of excellence in any worthy human endeavor, for any age group, we encourage you 
to submit your material to the Journal of Excellence to be considered for publication. 
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Abstract 
Medication and psychotherapy have been used traditionally to treat the symptoms of Attention-
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). The purpose of this research was to evaluate the use of 
a mental skills training program, Orlick’s (1998) Positive-Living Skills (PLS) program, on three 
male children ages 8 to 9-years-old with ADHD. The PLS program teaches children mental skills 
including relaxation, focus and distraction control. A multiple case study method was 
administered to determine (a) whether the participants enjoyed the PLS programs; (b) the extent 
to which the skills were implemented by the children on a daily basis; and (c) the effectiveness 
of the skills in facilitating self-control and focus management by the participants. The results of 
this study were extremely positive. The participants learned to relax, focus and control 
distractions. The PLS program empowered these three children to assume responsibility for their 
actions, to manage ADHD behaviors, and provided positive alternatives to negative behavior.  
 
 
Introduction 
Extensive research has been compiled sur-
rounding the use of stimulant medications in 
managing the behaviors of children diag-
nosed with Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder (ADHD), however only a small 
number of have endeavoured to examine the 
use of self-modulated programs in managing 
this disorder. Initially recognized in the Di-
agnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental 

Disorders in 1980 (American Psychiatric 
Association, DSM-III, 1980) ADHD is a 
behavioral disorder recognized by two core 
characteristics, inattention and impulsiv-
ity/hyperactivity. The symptoms of ADHD 
can manifest at varying degrees and are 
identified by behaviours that impede aca-
demic performance, social interactions, and 
the completion of developmental tasks 
(Krueger & Kendall, 2001). Children diag-
nosed with ADHD often exhibit aggression, 
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frustration, lack of internal control, dimin-
ished intrinsic motivation, and limited reac-
tion to external motivators. Subsequently, 
depression and low self-esteem become sec-
ondary symptoms (Leipold & Bundy, 2000). 
Children diagnosed with ADHD are also 
subject to poor peer relations due to aggres-
sive conduct, and are often rejected due to 
their overzealous and insensitive behaviours 
(Blachman & Hinshaw, 2002). The inability 
to maintain attention and the exhibition of 
impulsive behaviours also limit the learning 
abilities of the child, which become in-
creasingly detrimental to academic 
achievement and results in lower I.Q. scores 
(Kerns, McInerney & Wilde, 2001; Kruger 
& Kendall, 2001). An ADHD diagnosis also 
impacts on the family situation, sometimes 
causing disruption and hostility in parent 
and sibling relationships with the diagnosed 
child (Lobar & Phillips, 1995). Discipline 
concerns and low family cohesiveness con-
tribute to an increased potential for a con-
flict-ridden situation, often resulting in in-
creased frequency of maternal depression, 
marital conflict, and elevated intensity of 
maternal discipline (Bor, Sanders, & 
Markie-Dadds, 2002; Lavigne, Arend, 
Rosenbaum, Binns, Christoffel, & Gibbons, 
1998; [NIH], 2000). ADHD often persists 
into adulthood, with most children experi-
encing a decrease in symptoms during mid- 
to late adolescence (Hupp & Reitman, 1999; 
Wood, 1999). The effects of an ADHD-di-
agnosis that persist into adolescence and 
adulthood are likely to result in low em-
ployment and socio-economic status, antiso-
cial behaviours and mood problems 
(Waschbusch, Pelham, Jennings, Greiner, 
Tarter, & Moss, 2002; Wood, 1999). 

ADHD is diagnosed by assessing a series of 
pre-established characterizing factors ad-
ministered by a physician and/or child psy-
chiatrist (Pillow, Pelham, Hoza, Molina and 
Stulz, 1998). The diagnostic criteria requires 

that the child experience six or more speci-
fied symptoms of inattention and/or hyper-
activity-impulsivity for at least six months to 
an extent that is maladaptive and inconsis-
tent with the characteristic developmental 
level (American Psychiatric Association, 
1994).  

Traditional treatment methods targeted the 
medical community and medical practitio-
ners as the most appropriate to manage 
ADHD. Few attempts have been made to 
teach children mental skills that may help 
them manage their own ADHD behaviors, 
perhaps because they are considered too 
young to be able to administer any form of 
treatment. Despite the controversial diagno-
sis and treatment protocols, ADHD remains 
the most commonly diagnosed behavioral 
disorder in children (National Institute of 
Health [NIH], 2000), with a boy-to-girl pro-
portion of 3:1 (Wood, 1999). Currently, 
between 5 and 10% of school-aged children 
in North America have been diagnosed with 
ADHD (Hoagwood, Kelleher, Feil, & 
Comer, 2000; Johnston, 1996; Waschbusch, 
et al., 2002) stimulating research to effec-
tively manage the behaviors. These numbers 
alone provide support for the need to con-
duct research on appropriately designed 
programs to teach children skills to effec-
tively manage their own behaviors. 

While research on relevant self-control pro-
grams for children with ADHD is clearly 
warranted, no reports have utilized a mental 
skills program in an attempt to teach chil-
dren with ADHD important skills like re-
laxation, focusing and distraction control. 
The purpose of this study was to introduce 
and evaluate the effectiveness of select skills 
from Orlick’s Positive-Living Skills (PLS) 
program (1998), a mental skills program for 
children, to determine; (a) whether the par-
ticipants with ADHD enjoyed the PLS pro-
grams; (b) the extent to which the skills 
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were implemented by children diagnosed 
with ADHD on a daily basis; and (c) the ef-
fectiveness of the skills in facilitating self-
control behavior management by the partici-
pants with ADHD. 

Review of Literature 
Medication Therapy 
Research estimates that 3 to 5% of school-
aged children are currently undergoing psy-
cho-stimulant medication therapy to control 
and manage behaviour symptoms associated 
with ADHD (Blachman & Hinshaw, 2002; 
Hoagwood et al., 2000; Janetti, 2000; 
Johnston & Leung, 2001). Methylphenidate, 
also recognized as Ritalin, Concerta, and 
Metadate, is the most commonly pre-
scribed psycho-stimulant medication for 
ADHD. Over seventy percent of ADHD-di-
agnosed children are using this medication, 
with a significant increase over the last two 
decades (Klein-Schwartz, 2002). Less com-
monly used psycho-stimulant treatments for 
ADHD include dextroamphetamine and 
pemoline (NIH, 2000). Race, sex, age, 
socio-economic status and family relations 
do not appear to impact the effectiveness of 
methylphenidate, although low intelligence 
may be associated with an inferior response 
to treatment (Wood, 1999). Methylphenidate 
serves the child by blocking dopamine 
transporters and increasing attention signal-
ing, resulting in a decrease in activity while 
increasing concentration (Vastag, 2001). 
Use of the medication has been reported to 
result in dramatic improvements in atten-
tiveness, reduced aggressive behaviours and 
more self-control of emotional reactions, 
measured by teacher and parent observation. 
Psycho-stimulants also reportedly improve 
cognitive abilities and emotional maturity, 
seemingly “normalizing” the ADHD be-
haviours of diagnosed children (Hoagwood 
& al., 2000; Spencer, Biederman, & Wilens, 
2000). The medication has varying results in 
improving academic achievement, with the 

most recent studies concluding that in-
creased academic achievement is due to im-
proved attentiveness and is not a direct re-
sult of the psycho-stimulant (Moline & 
Frankenberger, 2001). While methylpheni-
date is effective in the management of 
ADHD symptoms in a large number of 
cases, it is not without negative side effects. 
Side effects of this medication, with chil-
dren, include nervousness, headaches, in-
somnia, anorexia, dizziness, dry mouth, ir-
ritability, and weight loss (Wood, 1999). 
The medical community has also expressed 
concern regarding the potential for overdose 
with children who are prescribed methyl-
phenidate, as the tablets may be abused 
when used orally, injected, or snorted 
(Klein-Schwartz, 2002). Moline and 
Frankenberger (2001) confirmed that 34% 
of children who are prescribed methylpheni-
date to control ADHD symptoms have been 
approached by other students to either sell or 
trade the medication.  

The immediate effects of methylphenidate 
use have been well documented, however 
the long-term effects are less well known. 
Vastag (2001) reported that only two large 
studies attempted to determine the long-term 
effects of methylphenidate use. One study 
stated that drug addiction was more preva-
lent while the other study demonstrated an 
opposing conclusion. The Canadian Phar-
macists Association (2001) indicated that, 
not unlike other psycho-stimulant medica-
tions, methylphenidate should be adminis-
tered cautiously to patients with emotional 
instability, as the patient may develop de-
pendency. Vigilant individual supervision 
during drug withdrawal is imperative, as de-
pression and chronic over-activity may oc-
cur.  

Recent evidence suggests that medication to 
treat ADHD is more effective when paired 
with alternative treatment strategies, such as 



Journal of Excellence – Issue No. 11   Hester & Orlick      7 

 2006 Zone of Excellence   -   http://www.zoneofexcellence.com 

cognitive behavior therapy, psychotherapy, 
stress management training and emotional 
counseling (Klein-Schwartz, 2002; Pelham, 
Vodde-Hamilton, Murphy, Greenstein & 
Vallano, 1991; Stubbe, 2000). Methylpheni-
date is used to decrease the occurrence of 
inappropriate behaviors, but does not serve 
to increase positive social behaviors in chil-
dren diagnosed with ADHD (Hupp et al., 
2002). 

Positive-Living Skills Program  
Positive-Living Skills (PLS) outlined in the 
book Feeling Great, Teaching children to 
excel at living (Orlick, 1998) provides a ba-
sic mental skills program designed for chil-
dren, through a cognitively based approach 
that may be self-administered following the 
initial teaching. The PLS program provides 
adults, living or working with children, with 
activities to help children learn positive-liv-
ing skills. Created by Dr. Terry Orlick, the 
PLS program was refined using feedback 
from children and professionals in the area 
of child development. PLS is targeted at 
children ages 4 to 12-years-old. The pro-
gram teaches positive-living skills including; 
relaxation, stress control, highlights, positive 
thinking, focusing, and positive imagery. A 
separate manual provides step-by-step in-
structions to introduce the skills to children, 
activities for practicing the skills, an audio 
compact discs (CD) of all the program skills, 
and homework suggestions.  

Gilbert and Orick (2002) introduced Orlick's 
PLS program to three classrooms children: 
grade one , a combined grade one and two 
class, and a combined grade five and six 
class. An experimental group in each class-
room received four or five, 15-20 minute 
PLS intervention sessions a week, taught by 
their teacher, for a period of nine weeks. 
Control groups in the same school at the 
same grade level maintained their habitual 
classroom schedule during the intervention 

sessions. Using pre- and post-tests, the re-
searchers were able to determine that by 
using the PLS program, the teachers were 
successful in teaching their students to relax 
themselves, to apply stress control strategies 
to their lives, and to identify and increase 
the positive, or meaningful events and oc-
currences in their day. A comparable study 
in an alternative school, which incorporated 
many ages of children, found similar results. 
Administered by the teachers to grade one 
through grade students, relaxation and stress 
control skills were successfully integrated 
into real world situations by the students. 
Both teachers and students reported having 
enjoyed the program and felt they had been 
positively affected by the experience (Taylor 
& Orlick, 2004). Cox and Orlick (1996) 
found, using heart-rate monitors, that chil-
dren from Kindergarten through grade six 
could lower their heart-rates following a 10-
week intervention using the PLS skills, 
while the control displayed no improve-
ments. They also reported that 96% of the 
children gave specific examples of success-
fully applying the relaxation and stress con-
trol skills they learned in class to their daily 
life.  

The benefits of PLS skills training were also 
demonstrated in select or special popula-
tions, including children with chronic illness 
(Koudys & Orlick, 2002). A four-month in-
tervention was used to teach the PLS skills 
to a child with cancer and their primary 
caregiver with field notes and interviews 
used to assess the program. The child 
learned a variety of positive living skills and 
was able to use them both inside the hospital 
environment, and in other situations. The 
researchers also reported a decrease in cry-
ing and an increase in proactive responses to 
pain when the child was undergoing treat-
ment for cancer. Learning the PLS skills, 
including muscle relaxation, diaphragm 
breathing and positive imagery, enhanced 



Journal of Excellence – Issue No. 11   Hester & Orlick      8 

 2006 Zone of Excellence   -   http://www.zoneofexcellence.com 

the child’s ability to cope with treatment and 
improved his overall quality of life. The 
caregiver also found the skills helped her to 
manage her fear and stress better, thereby 
being better able to provide more effective 
assistance to her child (Koudys & Orlick, 
2002). Klingenberg and Orlick (2002) intro-
duced skills from the PLS to a family with a 
child with a physical disability and a cogni-
tive delay. Ten weekly interventions were 
conducted to teach the skills adapted from 
the PLS program. Interviews were con-
ducted during week 5 and week 10 of the 
intervention program. The results indicated 
that the family perceived better overall fam-
ily functioning and reported improved cop-
ing skills. The family also reported that re-
gardless of the demands of each family 
member, the interventions served as an op-
portunity for the family to re-energize and 
spend enjoyable time together. 

Teaching children mental skills related to 
positive personal development, at school or 
at home, leads to overall growth of children, 
particularly when someone who cares is 
guiding the learning process (Orlick, 2002). 
Based on a series of studies done on the PLS 
program, and extensive applied work using 
the PLS activities with children, Orlick con-
cluded that teaching children positive-living 
skills (mental skills related to personal de-
velopment) is extremely effective (Orlick, 
2002). This study assessed the extent to 
which this proposition held true for children 
diagnosed with ADHD. 

Methodology 
The purpose of the study was to assess the 
enjoyment, application, and effectiveness of 
Orlick’s Positive Living Skills program 
(Orlick, 1998) for children with ADHD. A 
qualitative, multiple case study, was carried 
out with 3 male children diagnosed with 
ADHD. Two participants were 8-years-old 
and one was 9-years-old. The participant 

selection was completed by posting infor-
mation in a facility frequented by families of 
children with ADHD.  

The participants had been previously diag-
nosed as having ADHD by their family phy-
sician or child psychologist, as per the crite-
ria established in the Diagnostic and Statisti-
cal Manual for Mental Disorders, 4th edition 
(DSM-IV, 1994). The participants were un-
dergoing physician-supervised treatment for 
the symptoms of ADHD using medication, 
and had maintained their prescription for a 
minimum of 4 months, thereby providing for 
a bodily adjustment to the medication (Ca-
nadian Pharmacists Association, 2001). 
None of the children were under medical 
care for other medical conditions and none 
had previously participated in research re-
lated to the topic. The consent of each par-
ticipant and their parent(s) or was obtained 
prior to the research commencement. 

Program 
The PLS program was administered to each 
of the participants individually by the first 
author of this article. At that time she had 
ten years of experience working with chil-
dren in recreational and academic settings, 
and had training in behavioral and cognitive 
disorders, and interventions. The researcher, 
in conjunction with her supervisor (second 
author), selected the skills to be taught and 
was very familiar with their teaching and 
implementation. The skills selected were 
those designed to teach relaxation, focus and 
distraction control. The eleven intervention 
exercises used in this intervention all fo-
cused, either in part or in full, on skills to 
increase relaxation, strengthen focus or limit 
distraction. The relaxation component of the 
program taught children how to relax and 
calm down. The focusing component taught 
children to concentrate and direct their fo-
cus. The distraction-control component 
taught the children skills to maintain focus 
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during distractions. Some intervention exer-
cises incorporated more than one of these 
skills. A brief overview of the intervention 
activities can be found in Table 1.  

Table 1. Activities Used from the PLS 
Intervention activities (Orlick, 1998) 
 
Activity - Length (mins.)-Description. 
Basic Spaghetti Toes - (6:07)-Tense and 
relax their muscles  
 
Treasure Hunting for Highlights - (6:16) - 
Focus on finding happy things everyday 
 
Umbalakiki- (5:51) - Learn to shift focus 
 
Changing Channels - (5:10) Switching from 
negative to positive thoughts by using an 
internal remote  
 
The Great Little Listener - (4:43) - Listen to 
a story and learn to focus  
 
One-Breath Relaxation - (5:35) - A slow 
breath, exhaling stress and tension 
 
Tree It and Changing Channels - (4:14) - 
Focus on one of two stories being told  
 
Focusing Through Distraction - (5:43) - 
Perform a math task, with distractions 
 
Special Place Relaxation - (4:11) - Image 
calm and beautiful places  
 
Jelly Belly – (6:39) - Relax by controlling 
abdominal breathing 
 
Quiet Lake – (3:54) - Use imagery to relax 
the mind and body 
 
The intervention consisted of ten 35 to 45-
minute sessions, with two sessions each 
week for a 5 week period. The one-on-one 
intervention sessions were conducted in ei-

ther the ADHD parent resource centre or in 
the participant’s home, with parent’s present 
in the room or in a nearby room. The sched-
uling of the sessions was planned with each 
individual family, and was organized not to 
interfere with either academic or extracur-
ricular commitments. Sessions occurred on 
weeknights, mostly in the two hours directly 
following the child’s return from school. 

The initial four sessions introduced the par-
ticipants to the intervention activities, and 
provided an opportunity for the children to 
practice the skills. Each participant and the 
researcher listened to the selected audio CD 
exercises. The researcher then asked the 
child to identify what they thought was the 
purpose of the exercise, for example, the 
purpose might have been to relax, to focus, 
or to stop distractions. The participant then 
practiced the skill without the use of the CD.  

Approximately three audio CD exercises 
were presented in each session for the initial 
four sessions. The children also used their 
log books to identify their level of relaxation 
and focus prior to, and following each CD 
exercise. For the next six sessions the child 
and the researcher repeated specific CD ex-
ercises and together identified, and dis-
cussed specific situations where the program 
skills might be used in daily life. The par-
ticipant and the researcher listened to the 
exercises on CD and then practiced the ex-
ercise without the CD. An outline of CD ac-
tivities used for each session is shown in 
Table 2 

Table 2. Session Schedule for Intervention 
Method - Introduction and Teaching 
Session - Intervention Activities  
 
Session 1 
Basic Spaghetti Toes    
Treasure Hunting for Highlights 
Umbalakiki 
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Session 2 
Changing Channels 
The Great Little Listener 
One-Breath Relaxation 
 
Session 3 
Tree-It and Changing Channels 
Focusing Through Distraction 
Special Place Relaxation 
 
Session 4 
Jelly Belly 
Quiet Lake 
 
Method - Practice and Discussion 
Session - Intervention Activities 
Session 5 
Basic Spaghetti Toes 
Practice and Discussion 
Treasure Hunting for Highlights 
 
Session 6 
Umbalakiki 
Changing Channels 
 
Session 7 
The Great Little Listener 
One-Breath Relaxation 
 
Session 8 
Tree-It and Changing Channels 
Focusing Through Distraction 
 
Session 9 
Special Place Relaxation 
Jelly Belly 
Quiet Lake 
Session 10 
Reviewed all exercises with CD 
Discussed activities 
 
Sometimes distractions were introduced, 
such as an open window, the TV on, or the 
researcher fidgeting with paper to further 
simulate and practice the use of the exer-
cises in daily situations. The researcher used 

a log book in the last six sessions to allow 
the children to identify their level of relaxa-
tion and focus before and following the use 
of the skills, both with and without the audio 
CD. The log book was also used to illustrate 
situations where they had used or may use 
the skills in daily situations. 

During sessions, reinforcement for on-task 
behaviours, such as listening and sitting ap-
propriately, was provided in the form of 
verbal praise, such as “good listening, I like 
your sitting, great paying attention”. Verbal 
prompts, such as “listen carefully, time to 
pay attention”, were used to regain the at-
tention of children if they appeared to be 
distracted. 

The researcher was aware of the importance 
of the researcher-participant relationship 
when introducing an intervention and con-
ducting qualitative research. This relation-
ship allows for meaningful communication 
and open and honest interview results. The 
importance of listening and really hearing 
the participant, as presented by Rubin and 
Rubin (1995), assist in constructing this re-
lationship throughout the research experi-
ence. The researcher provided a comfortable 
and safe environment by interacting in a 
calm, caring and professional manner at all 
times. The parents were informed of the re-
searchers’ graduate experience in qualitative 
research, through both class work and previ-
ous interview experience. The researcher 
shared her background in behavior analysis 
and her experience working with children in 
recreational and academic settings. The par-
ent and participant interviews also began 
with general questions to begin from an un-
obtrusive vantage point and to gain a basic 
knowledge of each participant’s interests. 

Role of Parents 
Each participant and parent received an out-
line of the selected intervention activities 
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(Appendix D) from PLS (Orlick, 1999) and 
the audio CD to use at home and share with 
their family. Parents were encouraged to 
remind their child to use the skills in daily 
life. The researcher briefed the parents at the 
end of each session about the skills dis-
cussed during that session, and some of the 
situations the child had identified as areas 
where they may be implemented. The re-
searcher then informed the parents that they 
could practice the skills with their child and 
encouraged the parents to provide verbal 
prompts to their child for using the skills, if 
they identified an opportunity.  

During intervention sessions, parents were 
encouraged to join in and listen to the CD, 
but were discouraged from participating in 
the researcher-child discussions. They were 
provided with a note pad and pen where they 
could make notes of ideas or suggestions 
relating to the log book activities or the in-
tervention activities completed. At the end 
of the session parents could then share their 
ideas with the researcher and their child. 
This was done to limit disruption during the 
sessions. 

Pre-intervention Interview 
The purpose of the pre-intervention inter-
view was to gain a general understanding of 
the participant’s treatment history, their par-
ticular behaviors associated with ADHD, 
their ability to remain focused and their gen-
eral ability to control distractions.  

The researcher conducted the pre-interven-
tion interview the week prior to the start of 
the intervention. The participant interview 
had parent(s) present while the child re-
sponded to open-ended questions. The par-
ticipant was also asked questions about their 
ability to focus in different situations, times 
when they were distracted and their own de-
scription of not being able to focus.  

The child participant then left the room and 
the parents were interviewed regarding 
situations when their child was able to con-
centrate, strategies used by the family to 
manage the behaviors, and their description 
of the ADHD behaviors they observed in 
their child.  

Post-intervention Interview 
Following the completion of the ten session, 
five week intervention, the participants and 
their parent(s) engaged in a post-interven-
tion interview. The post-interview was 
scheduled 2 to 3 weeks after the completion 
of the five-week intervention. The partici-
pants were asked to respond to questions 
that related to whether or not the participants 
enjoyed the PLS program, whether or not the 
participants used the skills, and the partici-
pant’s perspective on the effectiveness of the 
skills that they did use.  

The parents were also interviewed, again 
with the without the child participant being 
present. They were asked questions about 
their perception of their child’s enjoyment of 
the program, their opinion of whether the 
program skills had been effective for their 
child, and their views on their child’s appli-
cation of the skills to daily life.  

The researcher audio taped the pre-interven-
tion and the post-intervention interviews and 
transcribed the interviews verbatim. The 
participants and parents were provided with 
a written copy of the transcripts to read and 
review together, and all confirmed the accu-
racy of the content. 

Log book 
A log book was introduced as part of the 
intervention. Each participant decorated 
their own log books with pictures and col-
oring. One or two log book pages were 
completed by the participants per session to 
target the specific mental skills being 
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learned or practiced that session. The pages 
completed during that sessions were either 
paired with listening to the intervention ex-
ercise on CD or after practicing the skill 
without the CD. The researcher collected the 
log books at the end of each session and 
kept them until the following session. Dur-
ing the log book exercises, participants often 
requested that the researcher write out 
longer responses for them due to their in-
ability to spell correctly. In these cases, the 
researcher transcribed the participants’ re-
sponses verbatim, and then read them to the 
participants again to verify accuracy. In 
these cases the researcher indicated on the 
log book page that the responses had been 
transcribed by the researcher. 

The log book provided the children with an 
opportunity to further explore and evaluate 
intervention activities. The contents pro-
vided questions to initiate reflection, 
evaluation and discussion. The primary pur-
pose of the log book was to facilitate better 
mastery of the mental skills through use of 
illustrations and written comments by the 
children.  

The log book provided participants with 
evaluation scales where they could rate the 
effectiveness of using the skills. They could 
also comment on additional areas explored, 
including possible situations for applying 
the skills, and a list to catalogue which exer-
cises had been learned. The log book served 
to generate opportunities for the researcher 
and the participants to discuss the interven-
tion exercises and skills following listening 
to the intervention activities on CD. The 
participants colored the pages assigned for 
each activity and were encouraged to make 
notes of ideas or thoughts they had on the 
intervention activities they were doing. The 
researcher facilitated the process by reading 
the directions and encouraging the partici-

pant to discuss their picture or ideas. The log 
book also provided an opportunity for the 
children to recall specific situations where 
they had used the program skills, or situa-
tions where they could have, but did not use 
the skills. 

Researcher Notes 
The researcher kept brief notes on each ses-
sion with each participant. Following each 
session, the researcher recorded information 
relating to what was done in that session, 
what went well, any problems or concerns 
expressed by the parents or the participant, 
the participant’s reactions to the intervention 
activities presented and any relevant or 
unique session details. Notes were used to 
allow the researcher to recall details about 
what transpired with each particular partici-
pant while running sessions with three dif-
ferent children over the course of the inter-
vention period. 

Results 
The post-intervention interviews, log books 
and researcher notes were analyzed to assess 
the overall effectives of the program (see 
Figure 1). Prior to the study, the researcher 
identified 3 primary categories of informa-
tion that would be assessed, including en-
joyment of intervention activities, applica-
tion of skills learned, and effectiveness of 
the application. These three primary areas of 
assessment were based on previous research 
on the PLS program, the needs of children 
with ADHD and discussions between the 
researcher and her supervisor. The following 
Figure indicates which data sources were 
used to evaluate each of the research catego-
ries. 
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Figure 1. The data sources that contribute to each of the three research categories. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case 1 
Cal was an 8-year-old boy who was diag-
nosed with ADHD when he was 6-years-old. 
At the time of the research he was taking 
methylphenidate to treat the behaviours of 
ADHD and had been part of an ADHD 
group therapy session with children his age 
for eight months. During the pre-interven-
tion interview Cal’s mother explained that 
he had many typical symptoms of ADHD.  

He is excited all the time, even when 
I know he is tired, he cannot stop 
himself. He gets frustrated because I 
want him to sit for a meal or to do 
his homework. He yells a lot, some-
times to be heard, other times just to 
yell…I often have to repeat instruc-
tions, like making his bed, six or 
seven times. I know it is not his fault, 
he cannot focus, he gets lost in other 
things, but not like a typical child. 

He really seems to want to pay at-
tention, but he just can’t sometimes. 

Cal’s mother explained that since he began 
the medication a year ago, he is more able to 
maintain a level of focus when talking to 
another person or completing a task, but far 
less than his 6-year-old, non-ADHD brother.  

When asked about favorite activities, Cal 
explained that he used to play hockey and he 
loved it, but the coach said he had to leave. 
Cal’s mother explained, “He was just too 
anxious, he didn’t know how to calm down. 
If they were winning, he was up the walls, if 
they were losing, he yelled, screamed, and 
got penalties for being unsportsmanlike”. 
Cal also explained that he was unable to stay 
focused at school, and was often sent to the 
principal for recess. “She [teacher] sends me 
there all the time. I say one little thing and I 
hafta spend recess with the secretary, inside. 
Nobody listens when I say I didn’t do it”. 

Application Effectiveness 

Enjoyment 

� Participant 
interviews 

� Parent interviews 
� Researcher notes 
� Log book 

� Participant interviews
� Parent interviews 
� Researcher notes 
� Log book 

� Participant interviews 
� Parent interviews 
� Researcher notes 
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Cal’s mother later said that Cal is quick to 
complete his work and has a high academic 
standing, but once he is finished, he doesn’t 
sit and read like other children, or talk qui-
etly. 

When asked what it felt like to be focused, 
Cal responded “Like water, I mean like be-
ing there. Then I know what to do, and eve-
rybody likes me. My friends like me more, 
and mom too”. When he tried to explain 
how he felt when he couldn’t focus, Cal 
said, “Like, like nobody cares. I try, I do. I 
try to pay attention. But it is like nobody can 
make me, even me… I feel like I am shaky, 
like I can’t do anything right”. Cal re-
sponded quickly when asked about situa-
tions where he can stay focused. “I can play 
PS2 (videogame) forever. And I pay atten-
tion to TV really good. Sometimes when I 
play with my brother, but sometimes not”. 
Cal’s mother explained that he can watch 
TV or play video games for an intense 
amount of hours.  

He has this amazing ability to pay 
attention to those things. And he is 
good, he knows what to do to go to 
the next level. Even TV is easy for 
him to watch, he knows all of the 
Simpsons® episodes by heart, I 
think. I sometimes want to video my-
self asking him to do stuff, like clean 
his room, and see if it works. But it 
probably wouldn’t, I don’t think. 

Enjoyment 
When Cal was asked about the intervention 
activities, he was quick to announce his ap-
proval of the PLS program. He mentioned 
enjoying all the parts of the program, but 
had particularly enjoyed One-Breath Re-
laxation, a relaxation skill.  

I do it all the time, like at school, or 
when I play soccer. And in the car 

mom tells me to do it when I get 
loud. And my teacher says I did it 
and she taught the class. Now we get 
to do it after recess and stuff when 
we are hyper. 

Cal’s mother reinforced his dedication to 
using the One-Breath relaxation, saying that 
she had immediately noticed him using it 
after the second session, when it was intro-
duced. She had also heard him using Special 
Place Relaxation before bed, quietly talking 
to himself.  

He would frequently ask me to put 
the CD in when we were driving to 
school or somewhere. He likes lis-
tening to the Focusing through Dis-
traction one. He is always asking me 
to make sure he did it right. And I 
even heard him teaching his little 
brother to do Jelly Belly once. 

She also mentioned that Umbalakiki had 
been a favorite of his, and that she had many 
times told him to use Changing Channels 
when he was in a difficult mood or easily 
frustrated. 

Cal was asked about when he used the skills 
and he said,  

I use them all the time. I do them at 
school, and in the basement when we 
are playing, or with my friends. And 
when I have to be quiet, like when we 
visit Nana. Some I do with the CD, 
but I can do a lot on my own too. 

Application  
Cal brought his PLS CD to school and soc-
cer practice. He introduced his teacher and 
coach to the program so that they could fa-
cilitate its use outside the home. The parents 
encouraged the teacher and coach to prompt 
him to use the program skills if they ob-
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served situations where he might need to 
relax, shift focus or manage his behaviors. 

Cal was asked to provide more detail on 
how he uses the program skills in soccer or 
at school. He stated that he used One-Breath 
Relaxation when he got excited or could not 
focus. “I take a slow breath when I get crazy 
like that. Some days I take lots of breaths. 
But mom says I am good at it”.  

In the log book, participants had the oppor-
tunity to complete two pages for each new 
program skill introduced. The first page 
completed provided the participants an op-
portunity to brainstorm situations where 
they might use the new skill they had just 
finished listening to on the CD. Cal had a 
multitude of situations to suggest for imple-
mentation, and most of these situations were 
repeated for each new program skill intro-
duced. A sample log book page that Cal 
completed for the Focusing Through Dis-
traction CD exercise is shown in Figure 2. 
The following list includes the situations 
suggested by Cal where he might use one or 
more of the program skills in daily life, in-
cluding at school, at hockey, during soccer, 
at the doctor, at church, while doing home-
work, and while playing outside. Partici-
pants were encouraged to update the list of 
possible situations for application and their 
actual situations of application in their log 
book pages as they used their skills or had 
new ideas for situations to apply them. The 
researcher suggested adding to the lists dur-
ing each session. 

Cal, and the other participants, also com-
pleted a separate page for each program skill 
that illustrated where the children had actu-
ally used the skills. Cal repeatedly reported 
specific areas where he actually applied the 
program skills. For example at school, doing 
homework, at the hospital and playing soc-
cer.  

Cal’s mother said she would often encour-
age him to use Basic Spaghetti Toes while 
she was making dinner, and he would just 
relax and become calm enough to sit 
through dinner. The family also listened to 
the CD on the way to church, and Cal was 
able to sit through two 45-minute church 
services without being disruptive. Once he 
was calm after listening to the CD, he would 
colour or read during the service to keep 
from running and yelling. Cal did require the 
occasional reminder to use the skills during 
church and when visiting people, but he was 
quick to identify which program skills to 
use, and his mother said he was almost al-
ways successful in choosing one that was 
effective. 

Effectiveness 
When asked if the program had helped him, 
Cal responded with an enthusiastic yes 

Cause I can do stuff now. Like sit 
and listen to the teacher. Not always, 
but sometimes. And I can play soc-
cer. Mom said if I learned to calm 
down, I could. And I scored two 
goals last week. I only gots two 
warnings from the coach to calm 
down, and the other kids did too. 

The researcher notes cited a specific incident 
in session 7. Cal, a child who had previously 
been removed from hockey, due to his inap-
propriate behaviours, literally ran to share 
the news of his permission to join the soccer 
team with me. At the end of that session, his 
mother became emotional as she shared that 
she had feared her son would never be able 
to participate in recreational activities with-
out direct parental supervision prior to the 
PLS program. 

Cal and his parents had previously been in-
formed that he could no longer play on the 
hockey team because he was unable to con-
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trol himself and his outbursts during the 
games. Therefore he and his parents consid-
ered his ability to appropriately participate 
in soccer and control his inappropriate be-
haviours as a milestone accomplishment and 
attributed it primarily to the PLS program. 
They clearly stated this in their post-inter-
vention interview. 

Figure 2. Cal’s list of locations where he 
could use the skills learned from the 
Focusing Through Distractions activity. 

 

Cal’s mother pointed out that his teacher and 
coach had been aware of his use of the PLS 
program and would sometimes remind him 
to use his skills if they thought he might lose 
control or blow up. She reported that the in-
stances of going to the principal’s office had 
also decreased drastically since starting the 
PLS program.  

He still goes, but when he does, he 
tells the principal what he should 
have done before she even asks. He 

tells her he should have used this 
program skill or that program skill. 
The school is very impressed with 
this change.  

In his log book scales on self-evaluation of 
relaxation prior to and following the use of 
One-Breath Relaxation, Cal frequently 
evaluated himself as stressed prior to doing 
it, and calm after doing it. Cal completed six 
relaxation evaluation scales during the 
course of the PLS program. He rated himself 
as having gone from a little stressed to very 
relaxed five out of six times, and going from 
very stressed to a little relaxed the one re-
maining time. 

Cal was also a frequent user of the focusing 
skill called Changing Channels. In his log 
book, he rated his independent use of the 
Changing Channels on four separate occa-
sions. On each assessment responded that 
yes, using Changing Channels to refocus 
had been effective for him. Cal’s third self-
assessment of Changing Channels, taken in 
session 6 of the intervention, is presented in 
Figure 3.  

Cal’s mother noted that when he was tired or 
sick, it became more difficult to engage him 
in using the program skills, but that he still 
tried. 

Cal emphasized that he will continue to use 
the program skills. As he phrased it, “Well 
they work, why would I stop?” His mother 
echoed this remark, commenting that they 
had been so effective, she wished this had 
been available sooner to her. While Cal still 
had behaviours that he could not completely 
control, he was more frequently able to use 
his program skills to help himself maintain 
or regain control. His mother commented on 
how his behaviours had improved. 
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Figure 3. Cal's logbook entry on using 
Changing Channels at school and its 
effectiveness. 

 

Since the second week, (of the PLS 
program) I could see a change. He 
would really try to control himself. 
Even asking what a program was 
called so he could use it. He is less 
antagonistic of his brother and is 
able to listen better.  

He can follow instructions now to do 
something without three repeats. He 
still needs to be overseen, and some-
times he will say, ‘Mom, let me 
breathe first, then tell me what to do.  

The family now uses the programs actively 
with both children. Each parent has a copy 
of the CD in their car and they often play it 
going to school, church, and work, or even 
to the grocery store 

Before, when he was bouncing off 
the walls, we couldn’t stop him, be-
sides sending him to his room. Now, 
we have a tool, and a tool that he 
enjoys, It isn’t a punishment. It’s like 
we say, ‘here, you need this now, it 
will help’ and he accepts that.  

Case 2 
Tom is an 8-year-old boy diagnosed with 
ADHD 18 months ago. He is currently tak-
ing medication to manage his ADHD be-
haviours and also participates in regular 
psychotherapy. He used many short, non-
descript answers in both interviews and used 
his log book primarily to express his opin-
ions about the program skills. 

When asked to discuss the particu-
lars of Tom’s behaviours, his mother 
explained that,He likes to be the 
centre of attention. But there has to 
be consequences, he will sit out, be-
cause he will act out. I have to re-
peat myself 55 times… And hyperac-
tivity, acting hyper. The struggle to 
get him to do his homework.  

When Tom was asked about situations 
where he found it hard to maintain attention, 
Tom explained that he found it hard to focus 
at school, or at his desk. And at home, he 
found doing his homework to be terribly 
hard because he simply could not focus to 
get it finished. He explained that he had no 
techniques to allow him to focus in neces-
sary situations. “I just fail because I can’t 
focus”.  

Tom’s mother pointed out that he can focus 
during desirable activities, such as video 
games, building with Lego, and playing with 
cars. “He can do it if he wants to. It’s gotta 
be what he wants though”. Tom also plays 
hockey, skis and mountain bikes.  
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Some of the strategies Tom’s family had 
used in the past to manage his behaviours 
included taking away items and removing 
preferred activities. 

Enjoyment 
In the post-interview Tom was quick to 
comment on his enjoyment of the program. 
“I liked it, I still do”. He listened to the in-
tervention activities frequently in the car or 
before bed, to both relax and focus. He ex-
plained that he enjoyed using it at these 
times, and he would often borrow his 
mother’s CD player to listen to the tapes 
alone. Tom clarified that he enjoyed the in-
tervention activities most when he could 
practice them a couple of times in a row. His 
mother discussed his use of the program as 
follows. “It’s different from therapy...and he 
actually pulled out the CD without me 
pushing him”. His mother was pleased with 
this observation, as she had had difficulty in 
the past motivating Tom to engage in some 
activities. 

Application 
The use of the program was integrated as a 
routine into Tom’s life, which his mother 
believes contributed to its overall success. 
Tom said, “I listened to it before bed, or 
sometimes in the car. It is just kinda part of 
the day”. His ability to integrate it as a part 
of his schedule allowed him to readily ac-
cept it. In his log book, Tom identified 
school as a primary location to utilize the 
program skills. He also indicated that during 
intense hockey games, when the fans were 
particularly loud, the relaxation skills were 
useful. Finally, he discussed that when he 
was angry, upset, or frustrated were ideal 
times to apply the program skills.  

In his log book, Tom indicated that he 
would use the program skills in many situa-
tions, including during tests, at home, before 
bed, during meals, and when he was angry 

or upset. In his log book, he listed a variety 
of situations where he successfully imple-
mented the program skills, including 
hockey, school, homework, when people 
were yelling, when doing work in class, and 
on tests.  

The following example from Tom’s log 
book (see Figure 4) presents a situation 
when he had actually applied the Spaghetti 
Toes activity, the one he determined worked 
best for him. 

Figure 4. Tom's logbook entry on 
using Spaghetti Toes at school when 
playing soccer. 

 

Effectiveness 
Tom recognized that his ability to relax and 
focus improved after engaging in certain in-
tervention activities, such as Highlights, The 
Great Little Listener, and Umbalakiki. 
Tom’s self-assessment of his level of stress 
prior to, and following their use, consistently 
showed favorable results. He experienced a 
reduction in stress and a transformation into 
a more relaxed and focused state. Through 
his log book, Tom illustrated various ways 
in which he effectively used the PLS pro-
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gram skills. Tom had already started to ex-
perience more academic successes, and gain 
a better grasp of his own ability to relax and 
focus early on in the PLS program. At the 
beginning of the fifth session, as recorded in 
the researcher notes, Tom was sitting at the 
table with a book when the researcher ar-
rived. He shared that he had received his 
highest grade ever in math that day, and had 
already begun studying for next week’s test. 
The first program skill for that session was 
Basic Spaghetti Toes. When he was told the 
session would start with Spaghetti Toes, 
Tom announced that he had in fact used 
Spaghetti Toes that very day, to relax and 
focus before his math test. 

Tom completed six self-assessments using 
the cat relaxation scales throughout the in-
tervention. He assessed himself on this scale 
as having gone from a little stressed to a lit-
tle relaxed 3 out of 6 times, from very 
stressed to a little relaxed 1 time, and from 
very stressed to very relaxed on the final two 
occasions. Toms’ final cat scale, completed 
after practicing the Spaghetti Toes activity, 
is shown in Figure 5.  

Tom and his mother both commented in the 
post-intervention interview that learning to 
relax had contributed significantly to his 
overall ability to focus. His mother felt that 
simply learning the skills to relax allowed 
him to focus and gain an overall confidence 
in himself. 

Tom also completed the Changing Channels 
assessment page in his log book on three 
occasions. In two instances he reported that 
“yes” Changing Channels had worked to 
refocus, and in the other instance he reported 
it had worked “a little”. 

Figure 5. Tom's logbook entry on the 
effectiveness of his relaxation strategy on 
the Cat Relaxation Scale.  

 

Tom’s mother said she witnessed a signifi-
cant improvement in his behaviours after 
using the PLS program.  

I’ve seen a big change in his school 
work…I’d say the one area I’ve no-
ticed the most is where he would lose 
it and throw tantrums. They’re be-
coming more of a minimum. And the 
outbursts, he’ll catch himself…he is 
starting to think a bit more before he 
does things. It’s a work in progress.  

Both Tom and his mother agreed that it was 
the entire PLS program that contributed to 
Tom’s improved behaviour management, 
and that no specific program skill could be 
identified as contributing more than others. 
He had used many of the skills and felt that 
each helped him to control himself. 

It was clear from Tom’s log book, that his 
ability to relax and focus had improved after 
completing certain intervention exercises 
and working on certain skills, such as High-
lights,  
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Spaghetti Toes, The Great Little Listener, 
and Umbalakiki. His self-assessment of his 
own level of stress prior to and following the 
use of these skills consistently indicated 
positive results, including reduction of stress 
and shifting to a more relaxed and focused 
state. 

Case 3 
Bobby, a 9-year-old male, was diagnosed 
with ADHD 18 months ago, and is currently 
undergoing physician-supervised acupunc-
ture and has been using methylphenidate for 
six months to treat his behaviours. When 
asked if it was sometimes hard for him to 
stay focused, the question was repeated 
twice before he could pay attention long 
enough to absorb the question, and answer. 
Bobby found it hardest to focus when he 
was in school or doing homework. His fa-
ther mentioned that Bobby is an artist. “It’s 
the only time I can get him to sit still. Give 
him some paint and paper and you could 
leave him for hours. But anything else and 
you can’t keep him down”. Bobby echoed 
his father’s comments when asked to de-
scribe situations when he is able to focus. 
“When I am painting, or drawing, or using 
clay stuff, then I can focus. I know what I 
am doing. And I am good at that”. 

Bobby described his inability to focus as, 
everything being more interesting than what 
he is supposed to be doing at that time. “I 
can find a hundred million stuffs to look at 
and talk about when I hafta do something. 
My teacher is always saying, ‘find one 
thought’. But I can’t do that. I have a lot to 
think about”. Bobby’s father explained that 
many “issues” exist around daily routine. 
Because Bobby is in constant need of direc-
tion, when left to his own devices, he will 
rarely complete tasks such as brushing teeth 
before school, eating lunch or dressing ade-
quately to go outside. 

Strategies the family had adopted for dealing 
with the ADHD behaviours included having 
Bobby repeat back instructions given to him, 
and being sure that clear expectations are 
being set and maintained for him daily.  

We have a picture schedule that tells 
[Bobby] what is expected of him be-
fore school, after school and after 
dinner. If he forgets, or if he be-
comes distracted, we simply point 
him to the schedule. It has stopped 
the constant yelling between us and 
him, or at least we yell less. 

Bobby referred to the picture schedule when 
asked what he does to stay focused in situa-
tions where it is necessary, “I go to the 
schedule and figure out what’s next. Then I 
go do that. It helps me…I also try really 
hard when mom and dad are talking, to pay 
attention. I don’t always listen, neither does 
my friends”.  

Bobby’s father explained in the pre-inter-
vention interview that meal times, church, or 
even going to a movie are very stressful for 
the family.  

He just can’t sit there and listen; he 
needs to be up, doing something. We 
have stopped taking him to church 
because he was so disruptive. And 
movies, well we rent them now, and 
that way he can run around when the 
mood strikes him. I am actually sur-
prised he sat for the whole interview.  

Bobby did in fact sit for the entire interview 
with the researcher, but it is important to 
note he was constantly moving, needed the 
questions to be repeated multiple times, and 
was unable to maintain eye contact. 
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Enjoyment 
In the post-interview, when Bobby was 
asked how he felt about the program, he re-
sponded by saying “I really liked the CD 
stuff, and I loved the art, but the programs 
were hard  

to do on my own. I learned how to do High-
lights really well.” His father supported this 
statement by saying that Bobby enjoyed lis-
tening to the CD, and did so almost daily.  

Of all of the participants, Bobby’s reaction 
to the program was the most enthusiastic, 
which is clear from the researcher notes. On 
all occasions, except the very first session, 
Bobby ran to meet the researcher in the 
driveway to his house, already had the CD 
ready to go in the stereo and had a pencil 
case ready to work in his log book. At the 
end of sessions, he often shrugged his 
shoulders in a pleading way, and asked for 
five more minutes. This indicated that 
Bobby had a positive experience with the 
PLS program. 

Application 
Bobby and his parents were encouraged to 
use the PLS programs everyday. His parents 
said that his ability to illustrate his high-
lights appeared to relax him and allowed 
him to better focus on the rest of the day.  

Bobby discussed his use of the program 
skills outside session.  

One-Breath Relaxation was good if I 
was calm, but if I was bouncing off 
the walls, I couldn’t do it. Mom 
would put the CD in and then I could 
calm down. I would relax and kinda 
pay attention to just the guy’s voice. 

His father agreed that it was easiest for 
Bobby to use the skills if the CD was pre-
sent; however the family had been practicing 

with him to help him learn to relax on his 
own.  

He definitely concentrates on the 
CD. It is amazing to see him focus on 
anything other than art, or maybe 
TV. But he would listen to the CD 
over and over. It has become part of 
his routine, built in, that he listens to 
one program after school, one before 
homework and one before bed. 

In his log book, Bobby had many sugges-
tions where he might use the program skills. 
His suggestions included at school, with 
friends, doing homework, in the car, in gym 
class, during piano lessons, and when his 
parents were talking to him. When he com-
pleted his list of situations where he actually 
applied the PLS skills, his list included while 
doing homework, when reading, at dinner, 
before bed, and while watching television. 
Bobby’s uses were focused primarily on his 
home environment, most frequently with is 
parents, before bed or when he was trying to 
relax before a meal. He did occasionally use 
the skills during homework, but they were 
limited to Changing Channels and One-
Breath Relaxation. 

When asked to discuss the program skills 
best suited to Bobby, his father said that for 
after school, Special Place Relaxation was 
best, and Bobby’s favorite. Before home-
work, Bobby generally listened to Muscle 
Relaxation or Focusing Through Distrac-
tions. And before bed, Bobby always chose 
Basic Spaghetti Toes. The other intervention 
activities were used interchangeably through 
the day, including Highlights and the Great 
Little Listener. Changing Channels was fa-
vored by the parents, and became a com-
monly heard phrase for Bobby. He said that 
“Mom and dad are always saying ‘change 
your channel’ if I am being negative or 
having a bad day… I guess it reminds me.” 
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Effectiveness 
Bobby found that the program skills worked 
for him, however, he and his parents agreed 
he sometimes had a difficult time applying 
the skills on his own. 

In times when he needed to use them, 
he often had a hard time thinking to 
use them. If his mother or I even said 
the name of program, he would 
really try to use that skill. Highlights 
were good for him. He would get 
really frustrated or upset, and just by 
saying ‘highlights’ he would rush to 
get paper and draw some good 
things about the day. 

When asked if the program had helped him, 
Bobby said that he was able to relax better 
now and was starting to be able to focus 
better, particularly when being given direc-
tions or instructions. He acknowledged that 
he had difficulty using the skills on his own, 
without the CD, but said he would certainly 
continue working on them.  

Bobby completed the Changing Channels 
self-assessment log book page four times. 
Bobby indicated that he was able to refocus 
all four times when using this program skill, 
although he specified he had used the CD on 
each occasion. This was supported by the 
researcher notes. Bobby’s third self-assess-
ment for Changing Channels, taken from his 
log book, indicated that he enthusiastically 
felt this intervention activity had worked. 

Bobby also used the cat relaxation scale to 
evaluate his own ability to relax following 
the use of a PLS program skills. Of the 6 
scales he completed, he indicated having 
gone from a little stressed to very relaxed 
three out of six times, and having gone from 
very stressed to a little relaxed the other 
three times. Bobby’s final cat scale, com-
pleted after using the Quiet Lake activity 

showed that he clearly felt relaxed after us-
ing this intervention activity. 

Bobby’s parents said that they had begun to 
see improvements in his behaviors after 
completing the first half of intervention ses-
sions. According to the researcher notes 
from session nine, Bobby and his father 
were excited to share the news that Bobby 
had used his new-found skills to telephone 
his Grandmother and engage in a lengthy 
discussion. His parents were quick to point 
out his previous inability to maintain a 
thirty-second conversation on the phone, and 
the great milestone they felt this phone call 
was for both Bobby and his parents. 

Bobby’s parents said that they were im-
pressed with the success Bobby had experi-
enced with the program. They commented 
that his ability to even have a simple conver-
sation on the phone was improved. When he 
started to become distracted, he would take a 
deep breath and then pretend he was doing 
the Great Little Listener program. His par-
ents also emphasized that they felt it was 
very important to continue to use and refine 
these skills. 

As a final note, Bobby sat through his entire 
post-intervention interview, approximately 
11-minutes, without needing a single ques-
tion to be repeated or asking to leave. He 
wiggled in his chair, but made eye contact 
and provided well thought out answers. In 
his pre-intervention interview (7 weeks ear-
lier), Bobby was very inattentive and dis-
tracted. He struggled to remain seated and 
required many questions be repeated due to 
his inattention. A review of the researcher 
notes indicated that Bobby’s ability to re-
main engaged in the interventions had in-
creased dramatically over the 10 sessions, 
with less verbal prompts required to remain 
on-task as the sessions progressed, and none 
required in the final 2 sessions. The dramatic 
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difference between the pre and post-inter-
vention interviews was very evident to 
Bobby’s father. He commented that he had 
observed Bobby using One-Breath Relaxa-
tion during the post-intervention interview 
to relax and remain focused. Bobby’s fa-
ther’s final comment was, “He is a different 
kid. He tries harder and can really be a part 
of things now. He is much easier to be 
around, not just for me, but the whole fam-
ily”. 

Challenges to the research 
This research presented three main chal-
lenges. The first challenge was the overall 
behavior management required to facilitate 
the intervention process. All three partici-
pants demonstrated issues in focusing and 
were all easily distracted. The researcher 
managed these behaviors by showing re-
spect for each child and by using positive 
verbal praise for on-task behaviors through-
out the session. This positive verbal praise 
occurred at a variable-interval of approxi-
mately three minutes. This time-based rein-
forcement allows for verbal praise for on-
task behaviors that varies around a prede-
termined time. In this case, approximately 
every three minutes worked well during the 
session. 

The second challenge faced by the re-
searcher was the off-task behavior exhibited 
by all of the participants at some point dur-
ing the intervention sessions. This was man-
aged by using verbal prompts to pay atten-
tion or return to the task. This was effective 
in most situations. When a participant was 
not easily returned to task using a verbal 
prompt, a two minute break would be en-
couraged. The child could get a drink, go for 
a quick walk, or talk about their distraction. 
The researcher would then quickly return to 
the task with the child, often increasing the 
variable-interval of praise for on-task be-
haviors to 30 seconds intervals for the initial 

few minutes in order to further reinforce the 
on-task behaviours. The variable-interval 
would then return to about 3 minutes once 
the child was on-task for 2 minutes. 

The final significant challenge facing the 
researcher in this study was the interference 
of parents and siblings during the interven-
tion sessions. During the initial interview, 
the researcher had clarified the necessity to 
exclude the direct participation of the sib-
lings from the intervention sessions. How-
ever, parents were encouraged to involve 
siblings in the practice and listening to the 
CD activities when they did them on their 
own at home. Parents were requested to re-
direct their other children from the interven-
tion session areas, and it was suggested that 
they provide highly enjoyable alternative 
activities to dissuade siblings from attempt-
ing to participate. Verbal reminders at the 
start of sessions were provided for the par-
ents who had previously failed to keep their 
other children away from the sessions.  

Parents, who themselves, attended the ses-
sions, were provided with a pad and pencil 
to note any comments or suggestions relat-
ing to the activities and intervention activi-
ties the researcher introduced to the child. 
This gave the parents a task to focus on and 
helped them refrain from suggesting situa-
tions or events, or answering questions for 
their child during the session. At the end of 
the session, parents were encouraged to 
share their notes with the researcher, who 
would then sometimes introduce some of 
their ideas at the next session. These three 
ongoing challenges directly faced by the re-
searcher through the process of delivering 
the intervention activities, were sufficiently 
managed through the aforementioned means 
and did not disrupt the sessions to any sig-
nificant degree.  
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Discussion 
The findings of this study clearly indicated 
that these three children, diagnosed with 
ADHD, who participated in the PLS pro-
gram (Orlick, 1998) benefited from learning 
the relaxation, focus and distraction control 
skills. These encouraging results support the 
findings of previous studies (Cox & Orlick, 
1996; Gilbert & Orlick, 2002; Klingenberg 
and Orlick, 2002; Koudys and Orlick, 2002; 
Taylor & Orlick, 2004) all of which found 
the PLS programs to be effective in im-
proving the relaxation and focusing skills of 
children from select population, including 
those with special needs and chronic ill-
nesses. The outcome of the current research 
ADHD children is perhaps best served by 
discussing the enjoyment, application, and 
effectiveness of the program for these chil-
dren.  

The participants enjoyed the PLS program 
activities and found them to be engaging and 
fun experiences. The enjoyment of the inter-
vention activities was due to two factors; the 
design of the activities, and the fact that they 
worked. The participants enjoyed the child-
specific design of the program. Doing ac-
tivities and applying the skills was fun. This 
supports the findings of Cox and Orlick 
(1996), and Taylor and Orlick (2004) that 
children really enjoy the PLS program ac-
tivities. The PLS program activities were 
also identified by all of the parents as posi-
tive and relevant, and easy to use.  

The participants enjoyed discovering that 
they have the ability and the skills to con-
tribute to their own treatment and well be-
ing. The ability to actively participate in the 
treatment of one’s own diagnosis is empow-
ering and can contribute to an overall im-
proved prognosis (Tyson, 2000; Miranda & 
Presentacion, 2000). By providing the par-
ticipants with relevant skills to self-admin-
ister strategies or “therapy” to treat their be-

haviors of ADHD, it appears to have pro-
vided better focus and more self control, 
which in turn, has the potential to enhance 
their quality of life. 

The application of the PLS skills to daily 
life, was essential in ensuring an effective 
use of these program skills. The participants 
were able to integrate the relaxation, focus 
and distraction control skills into many as-
pects of their daily lives. In their log books, 
the children identified many situations 
where these skills were used effectively, in-
cluding when doing school work, in peer 
relations, for family cohesiveness, during 
recreational participation and preparing for 
sleep. These findings support the findings of 
previous studies ( Cox & Orlick, 1996; Gil-
bert & Orlick, 2002; Koudys & Orlick, 
2002; Klingenberg & Orlick, 2002; Taylor 
& Orlick, 2004) that found children effec-
tively use the PLS program skills outside the 
teaching environment to relax, focus and see 
things in a more positive light. 

Two of the participants (8-year-old Cal and 
8-year-old Tom) and their parents found that 
their children easily generalized the PLS 
skills to all of their environments, and were 
capable of identifying appropriate situations 
and self-administering the skills. This sup-
ports earlier research by Cox and Orlick 
(1996), and Taylor and Orlick (2004) that 
elementary school children implemented the 
skills into many real world situations. 
Gilbert and Orlick (2002) also found that 
children who were taught the PLS skills 
used them both inside the classroom setting, 
as well as outside the teaching environment.  

The other participant with ADHD in this 
study (9-year-old Bobby) also gained sig-
nificantly from the intervention activities 
and applied them in multiple contexts. How-
ever, when compared to the previous two 
participants in this study, Bobby appeared to 
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rely more on the CD, verbal prompts or re-
minders to use the skills in different situa-
tions where they may be beneficial. This 
family identified the generalization of the 
skills to different domains as important and 
challenging, and were therefore committed 
to persist in encouraging their child to inte-
grate the skills into his daily life. Given that 
this was a 5 week intervention program, and 
the previous school-based interventions 
were 10 and 12 weeks, it is likely that with 
continued use and encouragement, generali-
zation of application and less reliance on the 
CD or verbal prompts will improve with 
time. 

On a daily basis, the diagnosis of a child 
with ADHD impacts the entire family, 
sometimes causing discipline concerns and 
low family cohesiveness, with the potential 
to lead to greater distress, including mater-
nal depression and marital conflict (Bor, 
Sanders, & Markie-Dadds, 2002; Lavigne & 
al., 1998; [NIH], 2000). All of the families 
in the current study integrated the PLS skills 
into their daily lives, with frequent use at 
home, at school and in recreational settings. 
The participants and their parents all indi-
cated that they will persist with the PLS 
program as an integral part of their family 
cohesiveness and positive behavior man-
agement. The overall findings of the current 
study supports findings of previous studies 
by Klingenberg and Orlick (2002) and 
Koudys and Orlick (2002) both of which 
were conducted on families with special 
needs. In each case, better family function-
ing and improved coping skills resulted from 
using the PLS program.  

All three families in the current research 
study reported experiencing improved fam-
ily dynamics following the implementation 
of the PLS program into their lives. These 
families all found that using the PLS pro-
grams resulted in less anxiety and less stress 

related to their child’s behaviors and in their 
own lives. More specifically they reported 
that there was less stress for them and their 
child, particularly in social settings. Families 
reported experiencing greater ability for 
family outings, increased participation in 
community events, and better cohesiveness 
between parents, siblings and their children 
diagnosed with ADHD. 

The enjoyment and application of the PLS 
skills are the first steps to successful imple-
mentation. The final and perhaps most im-
portant step is the effectiveness component 
of the PLS program skills in promoting 
positive behaviors while diminishing inap-
propriate behaviors. The participants, from 
this select ADHD population, found that the 
skills they learned were useful in managing 
their behaviors, particularly when they had 
previously identified, during the sessions, 
possible situations where they could use the 
skills. These findings support similar find-
ings in studies using the PLS programs with 
select populations (Koudys & Orlick, 2002; 
Klingenberg & Orlick, 2002).  

The participants confirmed that they were 
able to learn the relaxation, focusing and 
distraction control skills, and use them either 
independently or with the use of the CD 
program to relax, to focus and to improve 
their ability to control distractions. The 
findings of this study demonstrate that the 
parents reported an improvement in how 
their children handled their ADHD behav-
iors by replacing disruptive behaviors with 
positive alternatives. They identified im-
proved behaviors, including less tantrums, 
improved listening skills, greater attention 
span, less frustration and more self-control 
as results associated with the use of PLS 
program skills.  

The findings of this research are remarkable, 
considering the limited time of the interven-
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tion (5 weeks, 10 sessions). The success can 
be attributed to the use of a program that is 
exceptionally well-designed for children that 
can be self-directed, and self-controlled. It is 
effective in its simplicity, by being easy, 
enjoyable, and relevant for these children.  

ADHD children are best served using a ho-
listic approach to incorporate different ap-
proaches in order to decrease inappropriate 
behaviors, while increasing the use of ap-
propriate behaviors. The Positive Living 
Skills Program (Orlick,1998), paired with 
other appropriate treatment, provide poten-
tially valuable tools for both children with 
ADHD and their parents. It is important to 
include children in the treatment process and 
empower them to deal with their own 
ADHD behaviors in constructive ways. The 
major stakeholders, the children and their 
parents, all expressed their pleasure in being 
able to learn and use these skills themselves 
to enhance their own lives – in addition to, 
or apart from their medication treatment.  

Future studies with the PLS Program would 
gain from longer interventions, small group 
interventions (where children are taught the 
skills in a group or team setting), larger 
sample sizes and follow-up studies with 
children and parents who have been partici-
pants in the program. The more control that 
children gain over their own behaviors, the 
better the chances of medication being 
minimized or eliminated.  

Personal Reflections 
The following personal reflections represent 
the feelings of the researcher who delivered 

this program to the children. Having exten-
sive experience and training with select 
populations, and particularly children with 
behavioral challenges, I was hopeful, but 
cautious that the use of self-implemented 
skills could help children with ADHD man-
age their own behaviors. As this program 
unfolded, I was astonished that any program 
could have such a powerful impact in such a 
limited time-frame. My experience with this 
study has served to broaden my mind to all 
the possibilities for treatment of ADHD. 

Children, who often feel powerless, can be 
provided with skills to help them create 
better lives for themselves. The PLS pro-
gram empowered these three children to as-
sume responsibility for their actions, and 
provided positive alternatives to negative 
behavior. Tom started doing better at school, 
Cal got to play soccer with a team, and 
Bobby had many successful phone conver-
sations, due to the skills they learned. They 
were taught to manage their behaviors by 
learning to relax, focus and control distrac-
tions. While all children can benefit from 
learning these skills, it is, perhaps, the chil-
dren with behavioral challenges that can 
benefit the most, as they have the most to 
gain. The children and the families in this 
study earnestly integrated the PLS program 
into their lives. Their willingness to attempt 
something new and to persist with it pro-
vided them with a valued tool to facilitate 
managing ADHD behaviors. Given the 
positive results that were incurred in this 
study in such a short time frame, it is stimu-
lating to anticipate the results that could be 
incurred from a longer-term intervention.

.
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Abstract 
Big Mountain (BM) freeskiing is a high-risk, high-speed alternative sport that takes place in an 
unpredictable mountain environment. The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of 
the success elements of elite BM freeskiers to perform their best while immersed in the unique 
challenges of their sport. Nine of the best BM freeskiers in the world participated in the study. 
The success elements that emerged from the interviews were categorized into five categories; 
pre-performance preparation (line selection, visualization, and calmness), performance execution 
(confidence and focus), and post-performance evaluation (reflection, lessons learned, mindset), 
love for their sport and what they were doing, and a fully focused connection to that in which 
they were engaged. A unique aspect of this study was that the participants had the ability to 
remain calm while facing extremely challenging situations in which severe injury and probable 
death are the consequence of a less than best performance. 
 
 
 
Imagine a helicopter has just dropped you 
off on a mountain peak. You crouch down 
on a ledge of snow to protect yourself from 
the blades of the helicopter, and feel the 
sting of the swirling snow given life by the 
powerful machine. Behind you, the moun-
tain drops straight down two thousand feet. 
In front of you, the snow falls away steeply 
down a chute over three thousand feet in 
length. You have never been here, and the 
only information you have about this area is 

from a Polaroid photo of the mountain, and 
the visual information you gathered from the 
helicopter ride as it climbed to the peak to 
drop you off. As you begin putting on your 
skis, you remember that a fall here would 
mean almost certain death. Your heart starts 
racing, and you start breathing faster and 
harder.  

What drives people to put themselves in this 
position? What are they thinking about or 
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focusing on just before they start down the 
mountain? What success elements allow 
them to perform optimally in this dangerous 
environment? The purpose of this study was 
to gain an understanding about the success 
elements employed by elite Big-Mountain 
(BM) freeskiers to perform their best while 
immersed in the sport of BM freeskiing.  

The main components that make up a BM 
freeskiing experience include: creativity, 
high speed, and big aerial manoeuvres. One 
of the unique differences of BM freeskiing, 
compared to the other components of 
freeskiing, and traditional ski racing (alpine 
racing, moguls, and aerials) is the freedom 
each athlete has to create within an ex-
tremely difficult and unpredictable environ-
ment. BM freeskiing takes place in alpine 
regions of big mountains, where the terrain 
for a “normal” run is exposed due to the 
steepness of the slope, scattered with trees, 
and littered with cliffs. The athletes who 
compete in BM freeskiing use personal style 
and creativity to ski on the dangerous, un-
groomed terrain. There are no gates and time 
is not the deciding factor of winning and 
losing as with traditional alpine ski racing. 
The athletes are not restricted to particular 
features that they must use during their run. 
For instance, if one athlete jumps off a par-
ticular cliff, this does not mean that other 
participants have to jump off the same cliff. 
In competition, there is a designated area for 
the event to take place; one that will be 
challenging enough for the athletes and one 
that the judges can see with binoculars. 
There are five judges who score the athletes’ 
performance according to: the line they 
choose (degree of difficulty), aggressive-
ness, technique, fluidity, and control. Each 
category is rated out of ten marks for a po-
tential total of fifty marks for each run.  

Understanding the success elements that 
lead to optimal performances in BM 

freeskiing may provide insights to those in-
volved in high risk sports as well as other 
performers, that can help them enjoy their 
experiences, cope effectively with fear, and 
focus in ways that will help them perform 
their best when facing big challenges. 

Success Elements 
Elite performers from many disciplines, in-
cluding sport (Orlick & Partington, 1988), 
medicine (Tribble & Newburg, 1998) space 
travel (Hadfield & Orlick, 1999), mountain-
eers (Burke, S., & Orlick, 2003) and the arts 
(Fageus, 1999; Talbot-Honeck, & Orlick, 
1998) have been studied to assess what ele-
ments free these exceptional people to per-
form their best. Most studies on the psy-
chology or mental skills of elite athletes 
have been conducted with “mainstream” 
sports. For example, extensive studies have 
been conducted on athletes from both sum-
mer and winter Olympic Games (Orlick & 
Partington, 1988) and many other main-
stream sports.  

Orlick (2000) describes in detail seven “keys 
to success” that have consistently surfaced 
in the literature in his Wheel of Excellence. 
Four elements form the outer circle (positive 
images, mental readiness, distraction control 
and ongoing learning), and three elements 
form the inner core of the wheel (commit-
ment, focused connection, and confidence). 
The Wheel of Excellence is a model that has 
been supported by many applied studies and 
extensive consulting experience with elite 
performers (Orlick, 1980, 1990, 1992, 2000, 
2002; Orlick and Partington, 1988; Barbour 
& Orlick, 1999; Kabush & Orlick, 2000; 
Burke & Orlick, 2003). In Orlick’s most 
current work in progress, focus is high-
lighted as the center of the wheel and the 
center of excellence. 

In-depth interviews were conducted by 
Orlick with elite World Cup downhill ski 
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racers to explore the success elements they 
employed to deal with speed, risk, injury 
and fear. Many elite BM freeskiers have a 
rich history in alpine ski racing, making high 
level alpine ski racers probably most closely 
related to BM freeskiers. Orlick reported 
some of these interview findings in four 
books; Psyched: Inner Views of Winning 
(1986), In Pursuit of Excellence (2000), 
Psyching for Sport (1986), and Embracing 
Your Potential (1998). Kerrin Lee Gartner 
(Olympic downhill champion) stated that the 
most important mental skills leading to her 
success as a world class alpine ski racer 
were imagery, focus, distraction control, 
learning something from every performance 
and developing complete confidence in her 
abilities. Both Kerrin and her teammate, 
Kate Pace (World downhill champion), 
spoke of the importance of using quiet time 
to relax, focus on what they wanted to do, 
and plan on how they are going to get there. 
Steve Podborski attributed his eight World 
Cup wins to a mental step that allowed him 
to enter a mind-set in which he recognized 
the fact that he could win if he did things 
right and then focused on doing it.  

Burke and Orlick (2003) examined the 
mental strategies used by elite Mount 
Everest climbers to successfully reach the 
summit of the world’s highest mountain. 
Each climber spoke about the severe risk of 
the activity, and believed that by focusing on 
appropriate strategies such as; physical 
training, detailed planning, imagery, devel-
oping mental strength, focusing, self-confi-
dence, team support, and short-term goal-
setting, they were able to overcome the ob-
stacles they faced while on the mountain. 

One of the most informative pieces of lit-
erature related to the focus and fear in ski 
performance was found in a book entitled 
Into the Yikes Zone: A Conversation with 
Fear ( Blakeslee, 2002). In this book the 

author explores the relationship between 
fear and skiers, and more specifically, how 
fear enters the experiences of skiers, and 
how the skiers react to that fear. Blakeslee 
states that;  

By regarding fear as a pathology to control 
or cure, we assume that life without its pres-
ence is possible, normal, or even desirable. 
But once we accept fear as a habitual ac-
quaintance in an imaginative, meaningful 
life, we can begin to cultivate a conversation 
with it rather than engage it in a fight. 
(Blakeslee, 2002, p. xvii) 

BM freeskiing by nature challenges partici-
pants to draw upon their physical and mental 
skills to overcome or channel uncertainty 
and fear. To excel in this high-speed, high-
risk context, athletes must employ certain 
success elements, specific to the individual, 
which allow them to focus on the right 
things and to overcome uncertainty and fear. 

Methodology 
To explore the success elements used by 
elite BM freeskiers a qualitative research 
design was used within the post-positivistic 
paradigm. Denzin and Lincoln (2000) stated 
that qualitative research design should al-
ways have built-in flexibility to allow for 
discoveries of new and unexpected empiri-
cal materials. To avoid imposing thoughts or 
theories on the participants, the interview 
questions for this study were presented to 
the athletes in a semi structured fashion 
without mentioning any elements of excel-
lence or using those terms in the wording of 
the question. An interview guide was used to 
provide a framework of questions asked to 
each participant to gather similar data.  

Nine participants, seven men and two 
women were interviewed for this study. The 
athletes were all North American, seven 
athletes were Canadian and two were from 



Journal of Excellence – Issue No. 11  Coleman & Orlick      35 

 2006 Zone of Excellence   -   http://www.zoneofexcellence.com 

the United States. Each participant was an 
elite BM freeskier. For the purpose of this 
study, elite was operationally defined as any 
athlete who had placed in the top five of an 
International Freeskiing Association (IFSA) 
event, or an athlete who had contributed to 
the BM freeskiing world through their ef-
forts by skiing in major films. Only the best 
BM freeskiers are asked to perform in the 
filming industry of the sport. This ensured 
that these participants were truly world class 
performers in the realm of BM freeskiing.  

The data analysis process began by con-
ducting the interviews (Rubin & Rubin, 
1995), listening to the interviews, and tran-
scribing the interviews (Maxwell 1996). The 
participants were sent a copy of their tran-
scribed interview for member checking. This 
allowed the participants to read the tran-
script and provide any feedback or clarifica-
tion with regards to the text.  

Some of the athletes requested to have their 
names directly linked to their quotes in the 
final document rather than being identified 
by numbers or pseudonyms. Upon this re-
quest all of the other athletes were contacted 
and asked if they had concerns with this. All 
these high performance athletes preferred 
this option, thus the names of the athletes 
have been included with their quotes. 

Results 
The results of this study clearly indicate that 
these elite performers identified specific per-
formance factors that they felt were essential 
for successful high level performance and 
acted on these factors or success elements 
on a regular basis. The success elements that 
the athletes identified are presented below 
and are supported with rich and detailed 
quotes from the athletes.  

For simplicity and clarity of presentation, a 
decision was made to present the data in 

three main temporal categories (pre-per-
formance preparation, performance execu-
tion, and post-performance reflection), and 
within each of these temporal categories to 
include the specific success elements associ-
ated with each category. 

Contextual Description of a typical routine 
on performance day of a BM freeskier 

Many people have a limited understanding 
of what it is that these athletes actually do. A 
contextual description of a typical perform-
ance day for a BM freeskier has been in-
cluded here to provide some basic details 
about the sport to help you understand what 
a BM freeskier has to deal with on a daily 
basis. It may also help to better understand 
the relevance of certain elements of success 
that these athletes discussed in their inter-
views.  

With extensive alpine skiing experience, 
back country freeskiing experience, a physi-
cally trained body, and a desire to test their 
skills on a BM challenge, the athletes head 
to the mountain, to begin preparation for a 
BM freeskiing run or competition. Upon ar-
rival at the mountain the athletes head to the 
venue to begin selecting and inspecting the 
line or path they will ski. The line selection/ 
inspection process is an area of BM 
freeskiing that differs from many sports. The 
path that athletes choose to ski is completely 
up to them to decide (with the help of the 
mountain). There are no gates or specific 
features that the athletes must include in 
their runs (there are only general boundaries 
assigned to each venue due to visibility for 
the judges). Line selection/ inspection is a 
creative process in which risk management 
is used as the skiers must be aware of their 
abilities and match that with a run that is 
challenging enough to post a good score, 
while respecting that something overly 
challenging may lead to a loss of control, 
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poor score, and quite possibly severe injury 
or death. The biggest determinant in the line 
selection/ inspection process is environ-
mental conditions. Where are the rocks and 
drop-offs? What is the falling distance off 
the cliff? Is the snow deep? Has there been 
new snow? Is it cold? Is there wind? Will 
the run I want to do be tracked out because I 
start late? A skier could pre-select a line and 
then show up on the day of the competition 
and it may be impossible to do. Therefore 
the athletes must have backup lines in mind 
in case of altering conditions. As you will 
see through their quotes, these elite athletes 
are very good at asking the mountain where 
to ski rather then telling it where they are 
going to ski.  

Upon selecting a general route, the athletes 
will move in closer to scrutinize their line, 
looking for potentially dangerous obstacles, 
both large and small, that they may encoun-
ter during the course of their performance. 
Many times the pitch of the run is steep 
enough that the athlete can only see about 
fifty feet of terrain in front of them before it 
falls away. The inability to see the entire run 
causes the individuals to inspect the run re-
lentlessly, looking for any landmarks that 
can help them find their way through the 
maze of snow and rock. Lining up terrain on 
their run with landmarks in the distance is a 
common technique used to be aware of their 
location. One athlete mentioned that he asks 
the helicopter pilot to tap the ski of the heli-
copter on certain areas of the snow to pro-
vide visual cues as to where the skier should 
be and where he should head next. This spe-
cific technique is used only during freeski-
ing filming sessions and not during compe-
titions. 

Many athletes mentioned that they choose 
their lines according to how they feel that 
day and the environmental conditions. They 
are also driven by the pleasure of pushing 

limits, and they want to do a run that is 
challenging and fun for them so that they 
can gain extreme enjoyment from the ex-
perience. Some are seeking a run that is pos-
sible, but only barely possible if they do 
everything right. With the line inspected, 
chosen and inspected again, most of the 
athletes then visualize themselves skiing the 
line. They all said that they see the images 
through their own eyes, trying to picture 
what they will see when they actually ski the 
line.  

Once these elite skiers have decided on a 
line, they are confident and committed to the 
line they have chosen to ski. They then fo-
cus on relevant things (or nothing negative) 
until it is time to ski. One of the main ele-
ments they focus on during the waiting time 
is remaining calm. Calmness is achieved and 
maintained by using distraction control 
techniques such as self talk, positive 
thoughts, and breathing techniques. Most of 
the athletes talked about allowing them-
selves to raise their state of arousal at the 
right time. If they got pumped up too early 
they would make themselves nervous, and if 
they were too late they would not be in an 
alert enough state to do well right from the 
start.  

Due to the intense emotional experience and 
the possibility of facing death or the fear of 
death, many of the athletes talked about 
taking a moment after each run to think 
about what they had just done and put some 
feeling of closure on the experience. This 
process of reflection opens their mind to 
draw lessons from the experience and fur-
ther develop their mind-set. 

Success Elements - The specific success 
elements used by the world’s best BM 
freeskiers are presented in the following 
text. 
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There were two success elements discussed 
by all athletes that seemed to transcend tem-
poral categories. They were more holistic 
and all encompassing concepts that ex-
panded beyond time, and were more related 
to a way of being or experiencing. These 
larger or more encompassing success ele-
ments were directly related to what the par-
ticipants loved about their sport (and life), 
and the extent to which they carried a fo-
cused connection into their various pursuits. 
A decision was made to present these two 
powerful success elements first due to their 
importance and pervasiveness.  

The Love of Doing and Being 
Each participant interviewed in this study, 
spoke of the love they had for elements of 
their sport and their life. The love elements 
mentioned by the participants included; the 
challenge/achievement in their sport, skiing 
in powder snow, and being a part of the 
powerful elements of nature. They also 
mentioned loving the sense of control, the 
intense emotions, and the feeling of being 
totally in the moment.  

It was clear throughout the interviews that 
the love for what these athletes do was one 
of the key elements to pursuing, persisting, 
and succeeding in such a high-risk sport. 
Mikey Stevenson said, “It is very much a 
sport that just like other ones, you have to 
develop a love first.”  

I think you have to love it very much. 
That is how you are going to do well. 
It is like anything, if you love your 
job you will be good at it. The best 
guys in skiing they’re the guys who 
love it the most. They are always 
there and they are stoked to be there. 
(Hugo Harrison) 

It was all about the joy of the sport 
for sure, for me it was a huge portion 

of my success. And other things I 
mean like working hard and stuff. 
But once you lose the love of some-
thing or you are just depressed you 
can’t perform….It is the pleasure of 
the sport that has totally taken over 
the little issues. I do have a passion 
for it, I do think that it is really fun, 
and it is one of the purest, coolest 
kind of feelings that you can do. 
(Wendy Fisher) 

Like kids...you have to have a pas-
sion for it, you have to love it. Oth-
erwise what are you doing it for? 
You don’t want to do it because 
other people are doing it, or because 
it is the cool thing to do. So have the 
love for it and then be ready to work 
hard for it. (Mark Abma) 

Every single participant said that they love 
the challenge of BM freeskiing. In a very 
real way, due to the extremely dangerous 
environment in which these athletes per-
form, the ultimate challenge of BM freeski-
ing (aside from the challenge of performing 
better than the other competitors) is surviv-
ing the ski down the mountain. These ath-
letes perform in an extremely dangerous en-
vironment. Facing the danger (and even em-
bracing it), meeting the challenge head-on 
and emerging alive, is one aspect of the 
sport that these athletes love. One of the rea-
sons they perform so well at the elite level in 
this sport is because they love doing it and 
finding a way to get themselves through the 
tough challenges. Jonny Law talked about 
his love of the challenge in this sport in the 
following way: 

When I am going skiing, when I am 
in the gondola, and there has been 
some snow, or even when there 
hasn’t, almost everyday I almost feel 
sick going up the mountain. It is al-
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most vexing really because you are 
doing something and you want to do 
it, you are excited to do it, but you 
are scared and sick about it.  

It leaves once I get on snow almost 
immediately. I think it is the chal-
lenge I find it to be enlightening, 
when you are on top of something 
and you know it is a bad idea. You 
are kind of fighting common sense. 
Because your common sense tells 
you no, just ski around have some 
fun. But you have to fight that, and I 
think that is what is exciting because 
when you can finally decide that ‘I 
am doing it’ and then you actually 
do it. That is what I think it is all 
about, that split second where you’re 
mentally strong enough. Maybe it is, 
that you are ignoring common sense 
and doing what you want to do, what 
you think you can do. There is a 
quote by T.S. Elliot that I like, it goes 
“only he that will risk going too far, 
can possibly find out how far one 
can go.” I think about that a lot. It is 
never going to be comfortable to try 
to excel at something. (Jonny Law) 

In the preceding quote, Jonny discusses the 
inner battle that is going on between his 
common sense which is telling him to avoid 
the danger of the cliff, and some other voice 
that is telling him to launch his body off the 
cliff into space, and uncertainty. For most 
people this mental battle would not exist, 
they would simply not launch themselves off 
of a fifty foot cliff. There must be some 
strong motivating factor to leave one’s com-
fort zone and direct oneself through this 
kind of uncertainty. The answer may lie in 
another element of BM freeskiing that the 
participants say they love, and that is the 
emotional reward they feel upon success-
fully completing something that they 

thought was challenging or barely humanly 
possible.  

I get these rushes of self fulfillment 
over doing something that some peo-
ple might find crazy. And it is not self 
fulfillment, like I am the man, I to-
tally stomped that! It is more like I 
brought myself to do this, and I was 
able to control the situation. It is a 
feeling that I can’t really describe. 
(Jonny Law) 

Let’s say that you do something 
where fear comes in, like ‘oh I could 
fall here or fall there’ but if I ski 
here around this and around there 
and it goes perfect and I am out, you 
are like ‘wow’. It is such a big feel-
ing you get of achievement. And even 
if there are all those elements of 
death, and even though there is all 
that risk, it is a big achievement. By 
achieving something like that and 
defeating all the risk, it is a big 
achievement and a big challenge and 
you get really proud. (Pierre-Yves 
Leblanc) 

There is no doubt that BM freeskiing is a 
sensation packed sport that generates intense 
feelings and emotions. Once these skiers had 
experienced free skiing in dry powder snow, 
their pursuit was to relive those feelings as 
much as possible. They describe a “perfect” 
powder day as an amazing combination of 
opportunity, skill, dedication, and coinci-
dence. Each participant mentioned the pow-
erful effect that skiing in champagne powder 
had on them.  

If tomorrow is going to be sunny and 
stable (and there is pure powder 
snow), I can’t sleep because I know 
it is going to be like that, even 
though I have a broken leg. You 
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know it is the green light, even if I 
can’t take it, I know it is on. JC: And 
how does that make you feel? PY: It 
is like you are going to meet a girl 
that you have been talking on the 
phone for a month and you are going 
to see her the next day. You know 
you have butterflies and you can’t 
stop thinking about it. And (for pow-
der skiing) you are tying to get eve-
rything ready and you watch the vid-
eos and you get the visualization and 
you watch the good skiers or what-
ever the trick you want to do. That is 
how I am. I can’t sleep I wake up. I 
am usually up at four. (Pierre Yves 
Leblanc) 

Just the feel of it, it is just buttery 
smooth and you can go so fast and it 
is almost like peaceful at the same 
time. JC: What do you mean by 
peaceful? MS: Because it is a quiet 
thing. You are going over the snow 
at a hundred miles an hour, and 
there is no engine, no nothing, you 
are in your own body, and that’s it. It 
is a pretty crazy sensation, like 
slopes you can rip down super 
smooth without feeling anything un-
der your feet. Yeah so that’s what 
gets me about it really. You can be 
going full speed and be using very 
little energy. The nicer the snow is 
and the smoother it gets, the less en-
ergy you use doing it. (Mikey Steven-
son) 

I think once you find that moment 
when it all just flows on it’s own, 
that’s when you have found that 
point. It is basically just in powder 
you know, fucking hell man this stuff 
is just money! What else comes close 
to that? Skiing through, floating 
through, like water isn’t even the 

same because it is so much harder. It 
is floating, pretty much. You are just 
at the will of gravity, then it is just 
pulling you down. And I am trying to 
work with gravity. You don’t want to 
be fighting with it in that aspect. 
Making it look smooth and working 
with gravity, not going right down 
the fall line, you are using the whole 
mountain to control your speed you 
know? (Mark Abma) 

The love these athletes have for powder 
snow is directly linked to another major area 
of love in their life which is the connection 
with nature and the powerful elements that 
make up the playing field in which these 
athletes perform. The love of being in this 
natural setting is a powerful motivator for 
the athletes and they prepare as well as they 
can to ensure they can perform at their best 
in these extreme environments. Pierre Yves 
Leblanc discussed the connection he created 
with the mountains as follows: 

I love it. I just fell in love with the 
elements, the landscape, the strength 
of all that stuff….I felt really good in 
the mountains. I felt that I had a su-
per good relationship with the 
mountains and I was talking to them 
and then really know when it was 
time to go and when it was time not 
to go. And I would say where do we 
ski today? Where is the snow? Where 
is there not snow? And then we 
choose our path. Everywhere else the 
mountain was telling me not to go 
there, and that takes a lot of years 
but I was so into it that I got this re-
lationship with the mountain. (Pierre 
Yves Leblanc) 

It is almost like it is spiritual, how 
you and the mountain come together 
like that. JC: Why would you say that 
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it is spiritual? MA: I just wouldn’t 
know how else to put that kind of 
connection. Just like when you are in 
a place where there is that much 
power, but at the same time it gives 
out so much love. It is pretty cool. 
(Marc Abma) 

I just love being in the mountains. 
That is something that I always like. 
Sometimes when I am on top of a 
really big line I feel small. That’s the 
cool thing of it. It is a totally differ-
ent sport but you have to have the 
same feelings because you are out 
there in the elements. (Hugo Harri-
son) 

When asked if anything else in his life gave 
him the same feelings that he gets from BM 
skiing, Pierre Yves Leblanc responded: 

No, no, nothing. The number of ele-
ments you are dealing with. I am 
also such a beginner at everything 
else. I cannot get close to the feeling 
that I get BM skiing. Lets say I go 
biking... the earth is not moving. It 
doesn’t matter if it is raining or 
sunny, there are no pow days, there 
are no avalanche cycles, no winds 
(like up on mountains) nothing like 
that. It is pretty consistent compared 
to skiing. Skiing is very inconsistent, 
you can get the worst days, the most 
dangerous days where you can kill 
you self going off of a little side air. 
And then you go another day and it 
is dry snow very stable and sunny. 
You get both extremes, one day you 
hate it, it is the last place on earth 
you want to be and then the next day 
is heaven. This is different compared 
to other sports where it is consistent, 
pretty good every day but never 
amazing and never super bad. Some 

days you feel like you are in para-
dise, like no one can experience what 
you are living. But the other days 
sometimes it is really bad, it is really 
shitty, it is foggy, the snow is really 
bad, it is hard travel, impossible to 
ski, impossible to see, and ava-
lanches and you don’t know where 
you are going. That’s why you have 
to wait for that special moment, and 
it comes two or three times a year. 
Those moments are very, very, spe-
cial and you can’t just go get it to-
morrow. It has to be perfect timing 
or coincidence. You have to deal 
with the different elements of nature 
and the weather systems. Then there 
are those moments when ‘boom the 
green light is on’. That is hard to 
beat. For us you are just a tiny part, 
you are probably thirty percent of 
what is happening. The biggest per-
centage is nature, she’s the one de-
ciding what is going on. You have to 
be a good skier to be at the level we 
are, but to experience that thing you 
don’t need to be the best. You need 
to be smart and to communicate with 
the nature and the mountains to 
know when the green light is there. 
Otherwise it will take you out, be-
cause it is so powerful. So that is 
why it is it takes years to know that 
tomorrow is the day. (Pierre-Yves 
Leblanc) 

Pre-Performance Preparation  
Their pre-performance preparation phase 
was described as being an extremely impor-
tant factor in having successful runs in BM 
freeskiing. Success elements in the pre-per-
formance preparation phase included; 
drawing upon past experience, physical 
readiness, careful line selection/ inspection, 
and clear visualization. Using these success 
elements raised the level of confidence the 
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athletes had in their ability to perform suc-
cessfully. It was very important for the ath-
letes to then trust their preparation and re-
main calm. 

Drawing Upon Past Experience 
One of the most positive contributions of 
experience (with skiing since an early age, 
ski racing and skiing within this context) 
was that athletes could increase their confi-
dence and comfort level with an unfamiliar 
situation by drawing parallels from memo-
ries accumulated from past experiences. 
This helped the athletes make good deci-
sions before committing to a choice or to 
make quick adjustments while immersed in 
what they are doing.  

All of the participants started alpine ski 
racing at a young age (average of six years 
old) and started skiing at an even younger 
age (average of three years old). The early 
introduction to skiing and the desire to pro-
gress was one part of the path to gaining im-
portant experience. 

I have been skiing since I was three 
so I’m comfortable in certain envi-
ronments that most people aren’t. I 
have raced (in alpine skiing) and I 
have constantly kept it up and I love 
it and I get so stoked on skiing that I 
want to do more and more and more. 
I am basically addicted. So when you 
ski so much you are going to pro-
gress to a certain level and you are 
going to be comfortable in certain 
situations, where other people aren’t 
because they are not exposed to it as 
much.(Jenn Ashton) 

All the athletes stated that their experience 
in racing helped them build fundamental 
technical skills, and mental skills such as 
focusing and imagery, that is required to be 
a successful competitive skier. This base of 

knowledge was expanded to allow these 
athletes to focus on other more advanced 
areas of their sport. For example, one athlete 
discussed his ability to “feel” the conditions 
of the snow, to know whether or not there is 
going to be an avalanche.  

I am not (formally) educated in snow 
pack or all that stuff, but I can be 
skiing something and just by the feel 
of it and by the terrain and know that 
it is going to crack and when it is 
going to break, and I can pretty 
much pinpoint when with my weight 
when I am going to make it happen. 
(Jonny Law) 

With very solid physical and mental skills, 
and a vast memory bank of good and bad 
experiences, these athletes stressed the im-
portance of continuing to learn from each 
experience, and to put themselves in unfa-
vourable situations or challenging conditions 
in order to build more memories that will 
help them in future experiences. 

 I think you get good at big mountain 
freeskiing through trial and error 
and as you experience more things 
like big crashes and big cliffs, you 
are able to apply that to what you are 
doing [italics added]. A lot of things 
you end up doing, you have probably 
done something like it before. You 
just kind of process all of that, really 
thinking it over, so a lot of it is sub-
conscious, it is almost instinctually. 
Like no problem, it just comes to-
gether. (Jonny Law) 

That’s why you have to ski everyday 
so that you are used to skiing in 
every type of storm. So you start to 
feel. (Hugo Harrison) 
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Physical Preparation 
There is no doubt that to be able to survive 
cliff drops of one hundred feet in height, or 
to ski thousands of vertical feet in seconds 
one must train physically to be strong 
enough to face those physical demands. 
Physical preparation as mentioned by the 
athletes included; physical training to build 
muscular strength and cardiovascular fit-
ness, a nutrition routine that provides the 
body with enough energy to perform in their 
demanding environment, and getting ade-
quate rest. 

There are many benefits that come with be-
ing physically prepared to engage in a de-
manding sport, such as injury prevention, 
and having a clear mind heading into com-
petition. One of the biggest benefits of being 
physically prepared mentioned by BM 
freeskiers was that it enhanced their confi-
dence in their ability to ski well. Jonny Law 
said, “By being in the best shape I can be, 
being well prepared, you know on top of 
something, ‘I have done everything I can to 
be able to do this’.”  

For this athlete, time spent engaged in 
physical preparation also provided an op-
portunity to work on focus and mental 
preparation. 

I worked on my focus and I think 
working out (physically) was a big 
part of that. Because like running I 
find it to be seriously meditation with 
the breathing and you do a lot of 
thinking, and I would think about 
skiing lines and faces and stuff. 
(Jonny Law) 

Wendy Fisher talks about the importance of 
physical preparation; 

Anyone who has the desire to be an 
elite athlete knows that physical 

training goes hand in hand with that. 
I don’t think any elite athlete made it 
to where they did without training. I 
don’t think anyone would say, oh 
yeah I have never worked out a day 
in my life. Just because I am a skier, 
you know I don’t ski myself into 
shape. Everyone who says, oh I am 
going to ski myself into shape, no 
way, you can’t learn to take airs, you 
can’t learn to ski really technical 
lines, and keep the leg strength all 
the way from top to bottom if you are 
not physically fit.  

MA: And then take care of yourself. 
JC: In what sense? MA: Ah well lets 
say you do have a bit of an injury 
coming on take care of it don’t just 
ignore it trying to be tough guy 
Tuesday, and ah if you feel like your 
body needs rest listen to it. Like I 
was feeling it a week ago I was like I 
am done, I finished my coaching job 
and I was out. And then I got the 
phone call and I was like alright I 
will do one last shoot and then sure 
enough I wound up getting hurt so 
maybe the next summer I will listen 
to my body a little more carefully. 
(Mark Abma) 

Line selection/inspection 
The line selection/inspection phase is 
of utmost importance to be success-
ful as a BM freeskier. The impor-
tance of good line selection and in-
spection is immense considering that 
within those few minutes the ath-
letes’ life can be ended by not mak-
ing a good choice.  

The following quote demonstrates the nega-
tive effects of not having a line selected, or 
not being able to fully inspect the line and 
be confident with what you are about to do. 
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In filming, it is a big thing (line se-
lection), actually it is huge because 
sometimes I will go up and I will be 
like, I kind of like that line or I kind 
of like that line. “Are you ready 
Wendy” (from the film crew)? And I 
go up and I don’t really have my line 
totally picked out. And I am a wreck 
when I am not one hundred percent 
sure of where I am going and if I 
don’t have a Polaroid with me (a 
Polaroid picture of what is beyond 
the drop or ledge), it could be the 
most basic run and if I don’t have a 
Polaroid I am a wreck. Because you 
get up to one of those peaks and you 
can’t see anything but the valley 
floor. And so I always feel that even 
though there might not be one obsta-
cle on that run, I just feel, ‘ooh I 
might be faked out or something’. I 
just have to have that Polaroid to 
know you have your out if it is going 
to slide, what is the best way to go, if 
the face (of the mountain) is going to 
go, which way am I going to go. And 
you can’t see that anymore. But then 
when I am kind of wishy washy be-
tween two different lines or not a 
hundred percent, I am a complete 
wreck. I still go but it is probably 
going to suck. I mean they probably 
won’t even use it in the film. You can 
see it in me (the way she skies) if I 
am not one hundred percent. (Wendy 
Fisher) 

It is common for people who look at this 
sport from the outside to say that partici-
pants in high-risk alternative sports such as 
BM freeskiing are reckless and have a death 
wish. They may think that these athletes are 
people who don’t care and don’t think about 
what they are doing. They just “go for it”. 
This outside perception is certainly not sup-
ported by these elite BM freeskiers. The ex-

ternal conditions that exist on performance 
day are the most influential component 
when selecting a line to ski and they choose 
that line with great care. The external condi-
tions are studied in detail so that the athletes 
are aware as possible of what exists on that 
day. The external reality of the mountain is 
then compared with the athletes’ internal 
feelings about the level of risk they are 
willing to take that day, in order to find a 
balance between the two. Each athlete asks 
himself or herself; what does the mountain 
have to offer today? And what do I have to 
offer today? The goal is not to kill yourself. 
It is to complete the challenging run suc-
cessfully. If the risk is deemed too high, the 
athlete will usually back off and wait for an-
other day. Hugo Harrison said, “Sometimes 
it’s filled in enough to do it (the line has 
enough snow to make it), sometimes it is 
not. So each line has its moment.” And 
Jonny Law said, “I have a career to think 
about now too. So it (how much risk you are 
willing to take) changes as you grow, like 
maybe you love a girl. Things change and 
that is going to influence how you add up 
the risk.”  

That’s why you choose your line by 
how you feel. You have to back off 
sometimes. The best way, is to re-
spect the mountains. If you assume 
the risk of going out there, you are 
assuming the risk of avalanches, and 
they are set off by you or others. 
That’s the worst part about the ski-
ing we do, you have to be conserva-
tive sometimes, go with the flow of 
the snow, more or less. (Seth Morri-
son) 

No, no, no, there is no way. You have 
to think about the bigger picture. 
There is a time and a place for eve-
rything. You just have to know when 
it is. I mean  
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you can jump the biggest cliff you 
want as long as there is enough tran-
sition. You can do a two-hundred 
footer if you want. But dropping a 
ten footer to uphill is stupid. (Ryan 
Oakden)  

A couple of athletes shared their experience 
of selecting a challenge without adequate 
preparation. They both got away with their 
health however they were not happy with 
their decisions. Defying death by luck is not 
what they are seeking to do. 

JL: I have made some massive mis-
takes like there are some things that 
I don’t even want to admit to. JC: 
Like what? JL: Well I will tell you 
one. This one line in Kirkwood in the 
final at the top, massive cliff band a 
huge amount of exposure and I’d 
planned on doing something that I 
don’t even think is doable. And as I 
am skiing towards it I realized that I 
had no idea where I am. Don’t know 
where I am at all. And somehow I 
lost complete control over like any 
sort of thought process and I just 
picked a point and went for it. And I 
am embarrassed by it, because it is 
the most reckless thing I had ever 
done. (Jonny Law) 

If you do something and it didn’t 
work out how you planned and you 
still get away with it, I don’t get a 
buzz out of that I get the chills, like 
holy maybe I should sit down for a 
little bit and think about it for a 
while. And I came close a couple of 
times and I always got the chills, sit-
ting here now I am getting the chills. 
And it was like being close to death 
and you know you want to be close to 
death but know that she can’t do any 
thing to you. Dancing with it, you 

are and that’s how you are comfort-
able with death because you know 
she can’t do anything to you. (Pi-
erre-Yves Leblanc) 

Wendy Fisher talked about being afraid, and 
what it does to her in terms of preparation. 

There are times when I am like oh 
my God I am going to puke right now 
or shit my pants because I do not 
want to go down this….Once the heli 
(helicopter) leaves you are shaking 
for sure. You know if it is a nerve 
wracking run and it (the helicopter) 
is going away and you are like oh 
fuck, especially if you are alone. It is 
like oh my gosh I am up here all 
alone and everyone else is on some 
other peak. That is really cool and 
scary at the same time. It is cool be-
cause you are, wow, I am over here 
alone about to ski this peak and it is 
all me and you feel alone…. Being 
scared is not a bad thing. It definitely 
makes me look for my line now and 
where my safe zones are.  

Once athletes come to an agreement with the 
mountain on where they can ski, they then 
look to the risks that exist in the line. This is 
done during the initial inspection phase. 
This is where risk management comes into 
play. A debate ensues between risks and 
pleasure. If the risks outweigh the potential 
pleasure then they will not choose the line, 
and if the pleasure is greater than the risk, 
then they will proceed to inspect the line. 
The athletes point out that it is a tough de-
bate sometimes. Thoughts of the intense joy 
from previous challenging runs may flood 
their mind. It takes self control, self-aware-
ness, and perspective to choose a line that is 
challenging enough to be intense and joyful 
(keep in mind the challenge was one aspect 
that all the athletes love) but not beyond 
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their skill level or that of any athlete. Pierre-
Yves Leblanc said, “For me it’s like finding 
a mountain that is appealing to you and 
finding the line that you have to ski. And it 
is all a mental discovery, and calculation of 
where can we ski on this mountain.” And 
Ryan Oakden said, “I want to find some-
thing that will challenge me without killing 
me. It is a fine line.”  

Just look at the consequences, people 
call it calculated risk management. 
You know there is risk and you are 
calculating it. There is probably a 
mathematic, like you are figuring out 
this plus that and the weight of one 
thing compared to another. You just 
calculate that risk, there is always 
going to be some level of it and if it 
is too high then it is not worth it. 
(Jonny Law) 

I wanted to ski the line because of 
the joy I would feel from it, but the 
risks out weighed the joy. So I didn’t 
ski it. I picked a line that was hard 
enough for me to enjoy. But you 
don’t want to do something above 
your head. (Jenn Ashton) 

MS: I am scared a lot but usually I 
can get passed it. You just have to 
decide what is being scared and 
what is being sensible or not sensi-
ble. JC: Or reckless?  

MS: Yeah! Yeah! That is one thing 
that more and more I have had a 
hard time coming to grips with. I’ll 
feel nervous and I am like, why am I 
feeling nervous? Should I do it? You 
know is it one of those times like 
when you were a kid where you 
might be scared to jump off of a high 
diving board, but you are going to be 
fine. You are just scared; you have to 

go passed it or recognize if I am 
scared because this is something to-
tally stupid. (Mikey Stevenson) 

Once the athletes have chosen a line, the 
next step is to inspect it thoroughly. Thor-
ough line inspection increases the awareness 
they have with regards to the potential ob-
stacles that exist in a line, as well as the 
“safe zones” or areas that might provide an 
“escape” route if something goes wrong or if 
it simply doesn’t feel right.  

That’s what it comes down to with 
this focus and this visualization, you 
need to trust your inspection and 
trust yourself. You need to know that 
you inspected well, otherwise how 
you are going to be confident up top 
and ski well and feel good about it. 
You are going to be worried and be-
cause you are worried you are not 
going to be skiing strong. So it all 
comes down to inspection, inspection 
is most important. (Jonny Law) 

At times the athletes are fortunate enough to 
use a helicopter to inspect the line they wish 
to ski, however for the most part, inspection 
takes place at the bottom of the mountain. 
This poses a problem while picking direc-
tional landmarks during the inspection proc-
ess. The athletes could select a rock while 
looking up at the mountain, however when 
the visual perspective switches and they are 
at the top of the mountain looking down, the 
rock could be covered with snow and con-
fuse them potentially misleading them. Ex-
perienced athletes use visualization in an 
attempt to switch there perspective and see 
what the line might look like from above. 

It can be bigger or you just miscal-
culated and you go to the wrong 
place. You know that bump of snow 
that you were looking at it from the 
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bottom, you know that rock. But then 
you didn’t see that upper bump of 
snow and so you arc around the first 
one and you are supposed to arc 
around the second one. Instead of 
going over a sixty footer you are 
going over a hundred footer (100 
foot drop). Things like that are not 
because of the ego, it is because of 
the preparation…I am thinking about 
where is the snow, and how big is 
this really, because when you are 
looking from a kilometre away and 
then you have to anticipate or pre-
dict all those things, it is not like 
other sports where it is there and you 
can go touch it. If you want to go 
practice like ski jumping they want to 
make the same exact ski jump so 
wherever they go it is the same thing. 
But for us wherever we go it is a 
whole different thing. You have never 
tried it before, and it is a big mental 
challenge trying to figure out what it 
is going to do and how big you are 
going to go and what is the inclina-
tion of this, and where is the good 
snow and looking from the bottom, 
and then when you get to the top you 
are blind. You have no idea where 
you are. But that is why it is so cool. 
It is a big mental game of trying to 
calculate everything. You are look-
ing for a big buzz. You see things 
from down there but now you see 
completely different things from 
above. So you have to figure out 
what you were seeing from the bot-
tom because it has this shape and 
then ok everything looks different so 
I have to go this way around this one 
and then this way around that one, 
and then it is going to be around 
twenty or fifty feet. Ok I’ve got this 
snow here and this snow there and 
that snow might be a little crusty be-

cause of the wind. It is a big like 
mental game. And kind of like antici-
pate and calculate, and then you 
drop in and then all of a sudden it 
switches. (Pierre-Yves Leblanc) 

Athletes indicated that there are a number of 
ways in which inspection takes place. As 
indicated by the athletes, the use of a heli-
copter is the best method of conducting ef-
fective inspection of a line. These vehicles 
can be flown a few meters above the line the 
athletes will ski, providing a sensation and 
visual opportunity to experience the line 
from the air.  

Sometimes with the helicopter I go 
up and say, this it what I want to ski, 
so the helicopter goes like ten meters 
away from the snow and I go down 
my line. So if I am going to turn 
there and off this cliff, then I will go 
exactly there with the helicopter, and 
then I go up and ski it...Then at the 
same time if I am up there and I get 
the helicopter to fly to a cliff and 
make some marks, so when I come to 
the cliff I see the mark and I know 
that that is where I want to come off. 
And I know exactly this is where I 
want to be. I have no idea where I 
am going, there is a huge roll, and I 
have no idea where I am, there are 
no features, but there is a mark in 
the snow, and so I trust that mark 
and I go that way and then I hit my 
air and I land in between my two 
rocks. (Pierre-Yves Leblanc) 

On the other end of the spectrum, the worst 
way of inspecting a line is with no inspec-
tion at all. Mikey Stevenson explains his 
mentality towards being led blind off of 
something. You can tell that he is hesitant in 
trusting just anyone and would prefer to see 
it himself. 
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By the right person I could be led 
blind off a cliff. JC: Really? MS: The 
right person who knows my skiing, 
and who knows skiing (in general) 
that well. There could be some guy 
who could be the best skier in the 
world but I might not trust him to do 
that. A good buddy that I skied with 
a lot (I would), a guy like Hugo I 
would trust that guy, if he told me 
exactly (where to go), he just knows 
so much (about skiing), it is a sci-
ence for him. I would trust him for 
sure. And I have before. (Mikey Ste-
venson) 

It was not uncommon for athletes to line up 
a landmark such as a tree, or a rock that is 
on their line, with an object in the distance 
such as a mountain top on the horizon. This 
technique was said to be very valuable for 
providing directional information while im-
mersed in the line. The importance of good 
inspection was discussed at great length by 
the athletes. The following quote shows 
what one athlete did when he could not 
thoroughly inspect from up close and illus-
trates how he selected an appropriate line 
and inspected it enough to be confident with 
his line decision. 

We were told that we couldn’t in-
spect (by walking around features 
and checking the depth of snow in 
certain landing areas). We had to in-
spect from afar with binoculars. The 
tram (device to transport skiers to 
the top of the mountain) kind of went 
up on top like lookers left (left hand 
side if you were looking at the 
mountain from below) so you could 
kind of see stuff. But it was still a 
long distance and who knows with 
depth perception and the host coun-
try competitors had all skied it of 
course. JC: Do you think that is part 

of why they did it? JL: It is hard to 
say but I am really glad they did. I 
think it really separates the weak 
from the strong and the good from 
the great. And it was intense. JC: So 
what did you do? JL: Inspection how 
did I do it? I did it with binoculars, 
straight up with binoculars. And ac-
tually I took a picture of a picture 
with a digital camera, I was able to 
zoom in on stuff. But still it wasn’t 
able to give you specific details of 
the line, like what if there was 
shrapnel on the take off and stuff like 
that. I pretty much came up with a 
game plan. Like my last cliff, it was 
probably a good forty, forty-five 
footer, but it was like a big band with 
rocks outcropping rocks on either 
side. And if I didn’t have that angle 
right I would have landed on rocks 
which would have been really bad. 
So what I was able to do, because 
the face (of the mountain) was fall 
line (same angle) with a cat track 
(an easy path on the mountain cre-
ated by an employee of the resort by 
using a snow machine). I was able to 
sit on the cat track with the cliff I 
wanted to hit and my landing lined 
up, I turned around, looked past my-
self to find a landmark that would 
work with that take off. So I used the 
same technique as I would have if I 
was on top of it, but from below. 
(Jonny Law) (This turned out to be 
one of Jonny Law’s best runs ever, 
refer to Jonny’s interview transcript 
also in this edition of the journal of 
excellence for a detailed account of 
this event) 

A key success element athletes mentioned 
when choosing and inspecting a line is to 
remain humble. As soon as athletes’ ego 
rises too high, they risk making poor deci-
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sions by choosing a line that they are not 
capable of skiing. The mountains are far too 
powerful to be egotistical; they can flick you 
off in a second. 

I look at the mountain and I am say-
ing I am going to do one turn there 
and one turn there, I am going to hit 
this cliff here and land there, one 
turn there and then I am going to 
straight-line to the bottom. The ego 
comes in and says I am going to hit 
the bigger part of the cliff instead of 
the smaller, and then coming in the 
first turn and then the second turn 
you planned. And then coming to-
wards the cliff and you are like ‘oh 
fuck why did I choose this’. That’s 
when your ego comes into play. You 
make your plan, you can plan some-
thing that your body can’t handle if 
your ego or mind is too 
strong....Yeah so being humble and 
being smart and being really aware 
of everything around you is very im-
portant. The second you are not 
watching you can get in trouble, let’s 
say you know you are getting excited 
over something, you forget a couple 
elements, don’t calculate a couple 
things like what is the sluff going to 
do here or there, or there is a little 
rock under the snow that you didn’t 
see. You just look at it quick and you 
forget to calculate something that is 
so dangerous, that is the same as not 
being humble. (Pierre-Yves Leblanc) 

These elite athletes possess an immense 
awareness of both their external and internal 
environments. This is illustrated through the 
pre-performance preparation that helped 
them survive being caught in one of the 
most dangerous events in the mountains-the 
avalanche. 

While inspecting from above I looked 
at my line and I said well if I get 
caught in it I’ve got to make sure 
that I go right because there are no 
rocks below there and it will be fine. 
And if I do get caught going left then 
there are rocks there and that could 
be bad. So I had this plan that I al-
ready knew that I was possibly going 
to be taken out. My chances (of being 
taken out) are high but there are no 
rocks so my chances are high again 
to be ok. And that was my mentality, 
and I was going to go for it. (Wendy 
Fisher) 

It was the same sort of (avalanche) 
situation where I am skiing down, I 
knew it was going to crack on the 
same face. One guy went crack, an-
other guy went crack, and now it is 
my turn. You know it was ok, you 
take things into account. You think 
ok, it is new snow, it is light. This is 
the type of things you think about. 
Sure we are in some unstable condi-
tions but as a professional you can 
deal with it. It is light enough that it 
is not really, really going to get you 
down or break your bones while you 
are in it…. You keep in mind that 
there is a crew around watching, it is 
not like you are alone in the back-
country. You know you are going to 
be saved if you get buried, and you 
know you are not working in an area 
that all funnels into crevasses. So 
you keep all this positive stuff in 
mind, like sure it is going to ava-
lanche and you might fall on rocks, 
you might get buried. But there are a 
lot of positive things you can think 
of. It is like a scale, like don’t get me 
wrong I turn away from stuff a lot. I 
say out loud to myself, it is not worth 
it. I will say it out loud and turn 
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around and get out of that. (Jonny 
Law) 

I have had runs where there have 
been avalanches to ski off of and 
then take a drop to get out of the way 
at straight line speed to save your 
life. Knowing where you are going is 
really all I need to know. (Seth Mor-
rison) 

Visualization  
With a line picked and inspected, all these 
athletes talked about visualizing how they 
would like to ski the line. With regard to the 
importance of visualization, one athlete sim-
ply stated; “If you can see it in your head 
then you can do it” (Jenn Ashton). One of 
the important aspects of being able to visu-
alize effectively (and thus a reason why they 
practice it so often) was that it provided the 
athletes an opportunity to get a turn count 
(the amount of turns they will make 
throughout the run) and an idea of what their 
run would feel like. Keep in mind that the 
majority of the time the athletes ski a diffi-
cult line, and each time they do it on that 
mountain in those conditions it is for the 
first time. There is no means of practicing 
the line you are going to run before you ac-
tually do it, other than through visualization. 

It really comes down to visualization, 
once you pick your line. I go through 
it in my head before-hand, doing the 
visualization. Visualizing the run…I 
would walk away for a little while 
and visualize my runs for a bit... 
through my own eyes. I can see my 
ski tips and I can almost time my airs 
in my mind, I can know how long I 
will be in the air. A lot of the times it 
will come down to inspection, you 
need to be able to trust your inspec-
tion. JC: And so how do you inspect 
well? Is that something you have 

learned? JL: I think so, I think ski 
racing helped like skiing through 
every gate and do the hand move-
ment through the gate.  

JC: Do you still to that? JL: Yeah 
you will see me up there doing like 
prere, siddi, poo (skiing sounds), like 
you will even hear sound effects. You 
just take your time, you line stuff up. 
If I was to just focus on the cliff 
drops that wouldn’t be enough, you 
have to almost imagine how many 
turns are going to be in-between 
each cliff drop and what you con-
centrate on certain landmarks. 
(Jonny Law) 

You are not even close to where it is, 
you are in bed or something and you 
are starting to get super nervous. My 
brother raced, he is older than me, 
we used to watch world cup races 
and mimic what they were doing. So 
looking back I was probably visual-
izing when I was really small… I had 
visualized it so much, (executing a 
specific cliff drop) for like two years 
I visualized it and I was nervous real 
nervous as I was visualizing it. And 
then the night before and I wasn’t 
getting nervous any more. And it was 
a weird kind of feeling. (Jenn 
Ashton) 

Some athletes mentioned that after they have 
selected and inspected a line, and visualized 
how they want to ski, they simply commit to 
the line one hundred percent.  

Confidence  
Confidence is a powerful and interesting 
success element. For these athletes, their 
level of confidence appears to be an indica-
tor of how prepared they are. If they have 
prepared fully and effectively, they will be 
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confident (almost always). If they are lack-
ing confidence, than often they must go back 
to the preparation phase and make some re-
finements or changes. Having confidence in 
their equipment is also very important be-
cause they do not want to be worried about 
their skis while performing in a dangerous 
environment. If there is a problem with their 
equipment, they must assess their equip-
ment, decide what is not quite right and 
make adjustments so that they can trust it.  

One athlete spoke about raising her confi-
dence level by skiing areas of the mountain 
that she knows she can ski easily to enjoy 
the movement and get back to her flow. An-
other athlete talked about focusing on where 
she is going and where her safe zones are to 
raise her confidence. Many of these athletes 
said that knowing where they were going 
down the mountain raised the level of their 
confidence far more than thinking about 
how good a skier they are. Focusing on a 
good line is what will actually get them 
down the hill safely.  

In a no fall zone (if you fall in these 
zones the consequences are extreme) 
your confidence goes down because 
of that, but you have to convince 
yourself to bring it up because you 
are fighting it in your head. It is a 
hundred percent manoeuvre. It is the 
mental strength that carries you until 
your confidence is at a certain level. 
I don’t think you are going to ski at a 
level to perform there. So if I am not 
able to get my level of confidence 
there that’s when I say it is not worth 
it. (Jonny Law) 

It is a confidence thing. If I know 
that I can rule that line then I am 
going to rule that line. But if I am 
like, oh man I don’t know if I can do 
this, then you are going to get a little 

nervous. But if you know that, oh I 
can’t wait to do this, it is going to be 
so fun [italics added]. And you are 
going to rule it, and I wouldn’t be 
nervous, I would just be like, ah is it 
my turn yet? (Jenn Ashton) 

Something does go wrong when I am 
not one hundred percent confident 
on something. I am hesitant or cau-
tious or I bobble. And then when I go 
up there, even if I am scared, if I 
know one hundred percent where I 
am going, or think I know where I 
am going, then I am good to go. 
Even though I am scared, that defi-
nitely makes a huge difference in 
feeling that you are one-hundred, 
like you are dialled. Or you think you 
are dialled. That definitely makes a 
huge difference. (Wendy Fisher) 

Hugo Harrison showed immense confidence 
in his ability to prepare effectively for the 
lines he chooses to ski. “For me it is almost 
impossible [to get hurt or to die] because I 
am so good about it (preparing), I can guar-
antee that I will do it.”  

Trust 
The challenge inherent in BM freeskiing is 
one of the elements the participants love the 
most. They enjoy pushing themselves out of 
their comfort zone to overcome obstacles 
and innovating along the way. When they 
step out of their comfort zone, the level of 
uncertainty increases, sometimes to the point 
that it is impossible to be 100% confident in 
their ability to be successful. At this point, 
the athletes discussed the importance of 
trust. Being able to trust their preparation, 
trust in knowing the line where they are go-
ing, trust what they are going to do, and trust 
their abilities (and experience) to be success-
ful. Mikey Stevenson said, “You have got to 
get to the point where you are going to trust 
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yourself…If you can’t trust yourself in that 
kind of forum then you can’t be there.”  

When you are sure about what you 
saw (in inspection), you can trust 
yourself a lot on the top, trust in how 
you can do it. Because if you don’t 
trust yourself, then you will be hesi-
tating and that’s when you crash. So 
it is a lot of believing in yourself and 
the line you selected. (Hugo 
Harrison)  

Remain Calm  
In the final minutes of the pre-performance 
preparation phase, the athletes have done 
virtually everything they can do to ensure 
their readiness to execute their performance. 
Just before pushing off the cliff or down the 
mountain, the final readiness focus prior to 
starting the execution phase is for the ath-
letes to get them self in a state of arousal 
that will match the task at hand. For these 
elite BM freeskiers, it is essential to enter a 
state of calmness. 

There is so much mental and physical ten-
sion when preparing for a BM freeskiing 
performance, and the consequences of fail-
ure are so high (death) that it is quite easy to 
become too stressed or focus on the wrong 
things at the top. The importance of re-
maining calm before their run was men-
tioned by every athlete and felt to be essen-
tial for a successful experience. 

JL: I’ll be on the gondola with some 
guys and I’ll be quiet just focusing 
on my breathing, trying to calm 
down, I take it very seriously, it is by 
no means a leisure sport, even if it is 
a day that I am skiing with friends. 
You have to be able to stay really 
calm even though what you are do-
ing is very important. So you need to 
break it down and try not to worry 

about anybody else. JC: How do you 
do that? Stay calm and not worry 
about any body else? JL: I just try to 
separate myself from the situation. 
Like I am not there to try to meet 
people, I am there to ski my best. 
Actually the year that I was best, I 
don’t think I watched anybody else, 
so it was a total separation. I would 
hear this and that but I wouldn’t 
think about it. Ah buddy did this, 
buddy did that, I wouldn’t allow it to 
get in. I would hear it and then just 
keep concentrating on what I wanted 
to do. I would just get away from all 
the excitement for a bit. And a lot of 
times if someone else isn’t as calm as 
you, and they are getting all pumped, 
that can influence you. It can happen 
while you are waiting. You have to 
be strong enough to stay with your 
plan of action. I think it is good to 
pull away, do your own thing, just 
don’t get influenced by the energy 
that is out there. So I never buddy up 
with anyone up there. (Jonny Law) 

Most of the comps that I have done 
really well I have been super calm. 
And I think it freaks some of the 
other competitors out, like the other 
girls, they can see it. Other girls 
have told me that they can see when I 
am going to do well. When I win a 
comp I usually have that feeling that 
I am going to win the comp. (Jenn 
Ashton) 

One of the benefits of remaining calm is that 
it helps prevent over thinking the run, where 
one can think about certain aspects of what 
they are going to do to the point that it starts 
to decrease their level of confidence in 
themselves. If the athletes can maintain their 
composure and level of calmness, they can 
then trust their preparation 
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and free themselves to do what they are ca-
pable of doing. 

I just relaxed and the three people 
had gone and they were like ok 
Johnny are you ready? And at that 
point I allow myself to start to get 
psyched up, not like aggressive or 
anything like that. I just allow myself 
to become ready, to do what I want 
to do… The snow conditions are 
going to change but if you allow the 
build-up process to begin too early 
you might end up getting too anxious 
before your run, maybe thinking 
about things that could go wrong. 
(Jonny Law) 

I just try to be as calm as possible. I 
try to think about it in the right ways, 
that it is not going to drive you crazy 
and at the same time you will be able 
to remember where you are going to 
go. (Ryan Oakden) 

Sometimes if I am up there (at the 
top of the mountain) too long I just 
throw my head way out. Because you 
can’t over think the shit, like what 
happens here or what happens if I do 
this. You just have to have your goal 
and know where to go. (Mark Abma) 

One athlete raised an interesting concept 
about the difference between being in an 
ideal state of calm-confident and a not so 
ideal state of calm-nervous. He found that 
sometimes when he calmed himself and re-
alized that he wasn’t confident in his prepa-
ration, he felt weak. To overcome this 
weakness he then pumped up his state of 
activation to feel strong again.  

This year I tried to calm down a bit. 
But sometimes if I am calm but nerv-
ous I just feel weak. It’s a bad nerv-

ousness, so if I am feeling that I al-
ways try to turn that around to be 
like an ampted up nervousness. I can 
do that to myself. So I am kind of on 
either side of the coin. It sounds 
weird but whatever feeling I just 
have to go with it or work with it. 
(Mikey Stevenson) 

The time that the athletes arrived at the 
competition venue was a key element in re-
maining calm before a competition. All but 
one participant mentioned that they felt 
calmer when they arrived early at the com-
petition venue with enough time (as deter-
mined by themselves) to prepare. The one 
outlier participant shared examples of com-
petitions where he actually missed his start 
time, but was allowed to ski immediately to 
fill the void. This immediate start time pre-
vented him from over thinking his run at the 
top. An important thing to note is that in 
each of those situations the athlete had com-
pleted his pre-performance preparation and 
trusted what his was going to do. He was 
aware that all he needed to do was to stay 
calm and do what he had planned to do. 

When we think about fear, we often think 
about physiological responses such as in-
creased heart rate, sweating, trembling, basi-
cally being in an extremely anxious state. 
We rarely think about calmness, tranquility, 
and silence. Many of these athletes shared 
examples of experiencing a state of calm-
ness unmatched by anything previously ex-
perienced in their life, while immersed in 
some of the scariest situations they had ever 
faced. Mikey Stevenson said, “The biggest 
scariest thing I have ever done was this year 
and it was the most calm I have ever been.”  

Usually if I am prepared to do it, I 
am calm about it. And if I am not 
prepared to do it then, then I start to 
get super nervous. A lot of times for 
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the biggest things that I have done, I 
have been super calm. (Jenn Ashton) 

It is just little things that you have to 
be calm with. That’s why the people 
doing the most risky things, the 
scariest things are the people that 
are calm, so calm. And Hugo is even 
calmer, you know he is a very 
calm….I am never scared or nervous 
when I am prepared. The second I 
am scared I have to go back into the 
helicopter and do some more prepa-
ration. When I get to the top and I 
am not scared, that’s when I know it 
is going to go down. (Pierre-Yves 
Leblanc) 

Performance Execution 
With an immense amount of mental and 
physical preparation invested in the pre-per-
formance phase of a BM freeskiing per-
formance, it is then time to focus on actually 
performing the run. Going from a stopped 
position at the top of a two-thousand foot 
chute, to exploding into action begins the 
transition from readiness, to releasing it into 
action. The athletes spoke about the feeling 
of releasing or channelling energy and how 
with each good turn, or manoeuvre, their 
confidence grew stronger. One of the most 
gratifying or feeling moments described by 
the participants was having the confidence 
to perform the first turn. An intense focus in 
the moment was the main element cited as 
the most critical factor for being successful 
while skiing. This included the ability to re-
focus when obstacles presented themselves. 
Each BM freeskiing performance is filled 
with moments where split second decisions 
must be made. The athletes said that during 
great runs, their decisions seem to be made 
automatically or at a sub-conscious level. 
During less than best performances, (and 
some runs where an unexpected obstacle 
was faced), the decisions were made con-

sciously, within a state of “hyper-aware-
ness” as one athlete put it.  

Confidence during the performance 
A huge amount of confidence is needed to 
go from standing on the peak of a mountain 
to actually skiing down its side. The athletes 
said that it was their preparation that pro-
vided them with the confidence to leave the 
“comforts” of the peak. As soon as the ath-
letes made their first turn they said the re-
lease began, and with each good turn their 
confidence grew stronger. Confidence is im-
portant before the run begins and during the 
run itself. 

Confidence is huge. Because that 
first turn, if you are a little bit tenta-
tive you are going to just wash out. 
That first turn you don’t know what 
the snow is going to be like. So you 
have to be soft and supple, and also 
have that edge. So you get that first 
turn and it is like, all right now you 
can start going. And usually as soon 
as I drop in (making the first turn of 
the run) then I have no worries you 
know. It is just standing at the top 
that is the hard part. (Mark Abma) 

It is that very first turn. Because you 
can’t see anything, and that first 
turn, you push off, and you make that 
first turn. And usually after that first 
turn, it rolls over and you see it all. 
And it is like aaaah, oh my God, 
cool. When that reality hits, ok here I 
am, and sweet, I can see every-
thing…that is a huge change in 
mental and physical relief. Just 
making that first turn. Just being 
able to be, now you are on it. This is 
what is on your plate, now go where 
you can with it. (Wendy Fisher) 
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A cautious approach to the initial part of 
each run was employed by most of the ath-
letes. Hugo Harrison was the only athlete 
who had a different mentality. He said that 
he liked to scare himself at the beginning of 
each run by going straight. His reasons for 
this are explained in the following quote. He 
also mentions that how you start the run 
usually affects how the rest of the run un-
folds. 

Usually I try to go really fast and 
scare myself at the beginning. To 
bring the adrenaline so I don’t feel 
the legs burning. I always try to have 
something good at the top. Stomp it 
and be very confident. Sometimes it 
might be ‘Oooh that was close’, but 
usually when you almost fall, or have 
a bad turn, the rest of the run can be 
affected a lot (in a positive way). Be-
cause when you stomp (execute a 
manoeuvre successfully) something 
very good and scare yourself, your 
confidence builds up. And confidence 
is the main thing. When that confi-
dence is high at the top of the run, it 
will usually go good for the rest of 
the run. And when the confidence 
gets knocked out right away then it 
usually knocks you out for the rest of 
the run. (Hugo Harrison) 

Execution Focus  
During the execution of a good run, the ath-
letes focus is centered on relevant stimuli 
and the task at hand and nothing else. The 
preparation elements on which the athletes 
focused during the pre-performance phase 
such as identifying obstacles and picking 
safe-zones are stored in their memory and 
are not consciously focused on during the 
run. The information stored from the prepa-
ration phase is available to call up if some-
thing goes wrong. The execution focus is 
totally riveted to the task at hand. Seth 

Morrison said, “While skiing down it’s just 
you. You forget about all your worries and 
focus on your run.” And Wendy Fisher said, 
“After my first few turns, I get into my run 
then. I just focus on my run. With the eye-
balls on the back of my head to make sure 
that nothing is coming down after me.”  

After you actually start, a lot of stuff 
goes away including a lot of the bad 
feelings. Because at that moment that 
you are skiing you are more intent 
on what you are doing. You can’t be 
worried about what is going to hap-
pen, you have to be focused on what 
is happening. If your head is some-
where else you could fall over mak-
ing your first turn, and roll down the 
whole line. As soon as I am making 
that first turn I am thinking about 
what I am doing. And that is when 
the game really starts. (Mikey 
Stevenson) 

Refocus 
It is inevitable that not every run is going to 
go exactly as planned. Each athlete men-
tioned times when their focus was disturbed 
or not in the right place and the effects it had 
on their performances. All of the athletes 
agreed that if their focus was thrown off and 
they could not refocus their performance 
would suffer. The degree to which their per-
formance suffered depended on the extent of 
the distraction and their ability to regain 
composure quickly.  

During the moments of spontaneity 
or sudden extreme challenges, you 
stay focused on the task at hand, 
which is now plan B (because some-
thing unexpected has occurred). You 
have one choice and you have to go 
with it. If something goes wrong, you 
look for your nearest exit point (that 
was identified in the inspection 
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phase of the pre-performance prepa-
ration). Getting away from an ava-
lanche is tough, recovering from a 
crash off a drop, is hard to manage 
as well. That’s why (you have a plan 
B or exit plan) and you choose your 
line by how you feel. (Seth Morrison)  

JC: So if there is a run that you are 
going down and you hit a shark (an 
unexpected object underneath the 
snow) or something that you can’t 
plan for, how do you refocus? MS: I 
have to make a big point of it. And 
try to pick up a ball of yarn quick, 
before everything unravels and you 
are just trying to get things back to-
gether as best as you can. (Mikey 
Stevenson) 

I might be ‘oh fuck’ but the next turn 
is good again and you just have to 
keep going with the flow of that good 
turn. It is like ‘oops oh well I kind of 
hit that rock’, but you just keep go-
ing. In skiing you don’t have time; 
you just have to keep going. You 
have other issues to deal with rather 
then stopping and dwelling on it. It is 
totally a different mentality. Unless it 
just totally wipes you out, there is no 
reason to dwell on it. (Wendy Fisher) 

Doing without thinking ( sub-conscious 
thought)  
A BM freeskiing run is full of moments 
where split second decisions must be made 
to ensure success. With intensive relevant 
preparation and a good focus during the run, 
an athlete seems to enter a state where these 
split second decisions are decided and acted 
upon at the subconscious level. Most of the 
athletes said that when they are skiing well, 
they enter a mental state where it seems like 
they are not thinking at all.  

The biggest thing, once you start 
skiing, is that your head is clear. You 
know what is going on, it is just hap-
pening….Everything is moving pretty 
quick usually. Once you start skiing 
down, you don’t have to think about 
anything. It is pretty incredible 
really, full on, just instincts…I don’t 
hear anything, sight is just on key 
(relevant things), and just your feet, 
your body are all totally aware and 
working together. You don’t have to 
think about moving any part of your 
body. (Mark Abma) 

JC: The example of your focus in 
France is so amazing because just 
before you were going to go there 
was a helicopter hovering above 
your head and you said you didn’t 
hear it. JL: Well the interesting thing 
about that was that it was there and 
super loud and my heart was pump-
ing, and the second he (the starter) 
said “go”, the helicopter turned off. 
As far as I was concerned the heli-
copter wasn’t there I couldn’t hear 
it, it was just gone. It was just like in 
alpine ski racing, I would never hear 
cheering, I would never hear the cow 
bell, you just go until you are done. 
(Jonny Law)  

Some of the more experienced and more ac-
complished athletes enter this doing without 
thinking state on a regular basis, for others it 
only happens some of the time. Wendy 
Fisher said, “My instinct just took over and 
when I let my mind be when I was skiing, I 
had my best performances.”  

I wasn’t thinking of anything, it was 
just reflex. It is all reflex. I don’t 
have the impression that I am think-
ing at all. As soon as you drop in 
(initiate skiing the line) you stop 
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thinking. You think about your first 
big stunt and once you are close to it 
you are just so concentrated on what 
you need to do that you forget eve-
rything else. I start thinking again 
when I am at the bottom. (Hugo 
Harrison) 

One thing that is consistent for all the par-
ticipants is that this doing without thinking, 
running on auto-pilot or letting your body 
lead occurred only during good runs. 

Everything just goes as planned. It is 
like you don’t have to think. You just 
go. You go to the exact right spots, 
you land in the exact right spots, and 
you just ski to the bottom and that is 
that. That’s how it is when it is a 
good run. (Ryan Oakden) 

Conscious thought   
Contrary to the subconscious decision mak-
ing process is making decisions at the con-
scious level. This conscious decision making 
process often occurs when something hap-
pens that was not prepared for or calculated 
such as making a turn at an unforeseen or 
wrong landmark. Or something that would 
be quite difficult to prepare for that surprises 
the athlete such as a hidden rock or an ava-
lanche. Mark Abma said, “There is that 
moment that everything is going well and 
you don’t have to think, and then as soon as 
shit hits the fan, you are in turbo alert.” 

JC: If you are skiing and you hit 
something in your run that throws 
you off, how do you refocus after 
that? HH: That is when you think. 
When something like that happens, 
you have a moment to think. I usually 
try to stabilize myself and just go 
with the flow. Sometimes the line 
doesn’t go exactly as planned but it 
still works out. In the actual moment 

you think a little bit more when you 
hit something that was not planned. 
(Hugo Harrison) 

Whatever sparks the conscious decision 
making process during a run, the reaction is 
consistent according to these participants. 
First a state of surprise and alarm is felt 
which only lasts for a very brief moment, 
and then they shift focus to the next thing 
they are going to do. 

You are always thinking ‘oh shit’ at first and 
then, ‘now I need to land this’.  

It is not panic for very long; you re-
vert to thinking about how to land 
perfectly. You are going to do what it 
takes to get hurt the least amount as 
possible. (Ryan Oakden) 

Your attention and your energy goes 
to this moment and you can’t be 
scared because you are just dealing 
with what you have to deal with now. 
You just have to focus on ‘ok I have 
an edge on my ski, fight it’ and that’s 
what you do. (Wendy Fisher) 

These athletes said they rely on what they 
called their “instinct”. This instinct has been 
honed from years of experience to quickly 
identify a possible solution to various issues.  

Going from the point when things 
are working well to the point where 
shit goes wrong. It is just like your 
first instinct, you just have to go with 
it. You see an option and then you go 
with it. And then from there it is 
commitment again. (Mark Abma) 

So I pointed it off and ended up 
drifting left. And I am eighty feet up 
and there is a big rock that I am go-
ing to hit. I am going to land on a 
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big frigin rock. And you know if you 
have a cliff like that, you have some 
time (to think). And I thought, this is 
going to break me badly. But you do 
what you can to make a bad situation 
dealable, and I just kept it really 
tight. And then at the very last sec-
ond I leaned over and I kicked off the 
rock. I was somehow able to meas-
ure the angle of the rock and I kicked 
off of it with both skis at the same 
time with the same amount of pres-
sure on each foot and my pole, and I 
blew both my skis apart in exactly 
the same way. I think that if I’d taken 
more of that hit with one leg instead 
of the other I probably would have 
broken that leg. I broke my pole 
within the handle and my wrist was 
sore from that. And I was fine and 
again being able to just deal with the 
situation. (Jonny Law) 

You have to do what you have to do. 
And that is what my instinct told me 
to do, I mean how much time do you 
have to think and yet you have to 
make a split decision in an instant, it 
is instinct for sure. (Jenn Ashton) 

The final thing these athletes do in compro-
mised situations where conscious decision 
making is taking place is to remain calm. 
This is especially essential in situations such 
as an avalanche or airing over a cliff, when 
the consequences are severe and time is of 
the essence. 

JC: What was going through your 
head when you came over the edge 
of the cliff and you realized that you 
are ten degrees off and you are go-
ing to land on rock now? PY: I just 
said, ok this is going to have to be 
the best landing I have ever done in 
my whole life [italics added]. The 

smoothest I am going to land, so 
smooth, so perfect, I can’t just jam 
my feet into the sharp rock and I sort 
of dove. (Pierre-Yves Leblanc) 

I have been caught in a few (ava-
lanches) and the funny thing is the 
few that I have been caught in, I 
have been as calm as can be. And 
you are like, wow this is the thing 
that I am the most terrified of. And 
the two that I was definitely in one, 
you just have to deal with it. And you 
deal with the moment and it is not 
that scary. I don’t think I thought of 
swimming, but I definitely would feel 
myself hit the ground and I would try 
to dig into the ground, or grab the 
ground. And then you get flighty 
again, and you are kind of floating 
with the snow. And I remember get-
ting snow in my mouth and I was 
like, oh my God cover your mouth. 
And so I would go through this mo-
tion of covering my mouth and then 
when I hit the ground, I would fight 
and then cover my mouth. And I 
would go through these things until I 
felt my legs, like a layer of it was 
slowing down… And at that point I 
was like, put up your hand and cover 
your mouth. And I was fully pre-
pared to make that pocket and have 
my hand in the air. (Wendy Fisher) 

Post-Performance Reflection and Learning 
The post-performance reflection is the final 
phase in a BM freeskiing performance. This 
phase is linked to future successful perform-
ances when the athletes take the lessons they 
have learned during the performance and 
transfer them into knowledge that they can 
use for future experiences. The main ele-
ment that enables the athletes to acquire this 
knowledge is conscious reflection on their 
experience. By consciously reflecting on 
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their experiences, the athletes are able to 
draw out many lessons, and think about how 
to apply them to future experiences. The 
identification and application of lessons 
learned appears to lead to the development 
of a mind-set that the athletes carry with 
them into skiing and a number of areas of 
life.  

Reflection 
Reflecting upon one’s run is something that 
each athlete did shortly after they finished 
their performance. This reflection process 
appeated to occur quite naturally for the 
athletes. Some seemed to be drawn to re-
flecting on what they had done due to the 
amount of effort they put into something 
that was very much life threatening. 

After I come to the finish line it usu-
ally takes a while to allow myself to 
come down from what I have just 
done. Your eyes are just (unexplain-
able), your heart is pounding and 
you are shaking. And I put my head 
down, and this is what I usually do at 
the end of competitions before I talk 
to anybody. I stop and I go through 
what I had just done, I visualize what 
I did. I visualized what I just did and 
try to compare it to what I visualized 
before I had done it. It is a bit of 
some sort of closure, because you 
really give a lot of yourself, it is life 
or death basically. It is not going out 
there and swinging a bat. You are 
controlling a day in your life that 
could turn out so wrong. I remember 
getting to the bottom, head down, 
poles in my armpits you know, just 
relaxed, get my heart rate down and 
visualizing the run that I had just 
done. (Jonny Law) 

If you do something and it didn’t 
work out how you planned and you 

still get away with it, I don’t get a 
buzz out of that. I get the chills, like 
maybe I should sit down for a little 
bit and think about it for a while 
[italics added]. (Pierre-Yves 
Leblanc) 

Some athletes carry this reflection process 
into other larger scopes of their lives such as 
family.  

My brother died skiing a long time 
ago at Squaw and I wanted to go and 
just reflect on his whole giving me 
the love of the sport. It was because 
of him that I started skiing. And I 
would think back to when I was at 
Squaw about how much fun skiing 
used to be. (Wendy Fisher) 

The reflection process was felt to be impor-
tant in the progression of one’s skill. Jenn 
Ashton and Jonny Law discussed the use of 
video information to analyze situations that 
didn’t go as planned to avoid making similar 
mistakes in the future. 

Well basically I was surprised I had 
hit the rock. You can see the video 
and I have watched it over and over 
to see what happened [italics added] 
and you don’t see any rocks. Just 
smooth powder. And because I aired 
onto the shelf that’s why I went 
through enough to snag the rock, 
and you can see the rock after me. 
(Jenn Ashton) 

I know now how to be better pre-
pared for it now just through seeing 
myself on film and listening to the 
people I ski with. (Jonny Law) 

At the end of our interview for this study, 
Ryan Oakden surprised me by making the 
following statement: “This definitely helped 
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just having the conversation. I need to go 
and think about the conversation a bit.” It 
did not surprise my supervisor because his 
experience has shown that “great performers 
try to pull lessons out of every relevant ex-
perience.” 

Lessons Learned 
Each athlete discussed many lessons they 
learned through BM freeskiing. The lessons 
learned came from a variety of areas within 
skiing.  

Lessons from the Mountains 
I learned that you can’t lie; you 
can’t hide anything in the mountains. 
You have to be true to yourself, and 
it gives you an image of who you are. 
I have learned to bring that into the 
real world. The real world is not like 
the mountains, though you can play 
games and pretend you are someone 
who you are not. The world is all 
about talk and how you can sell 
yourself but that doesn’t mean that it 
is true. But in the mountains there is 
none of that. It is all real, you cannot 
pretend in the mountains. So I try to 
bring that into the real world, I don’t 
play games with people, I don’t play 
games with anybody. What you give 
is what you get. Like things are more 
grounded, honest people. We are 
who we are, it doesn’t matter what 
you are wearing. It is your aura, 
your energy, that’s who you are, that 
is not hiding anything. And then you 
come to the city and think that is why 
I have learned to be like that. 
(Pierre-Yves Leblanc) 

Lessons from Competition 
It is a deep personal learning experi-
ence skiing comps and I have 
learned a lot and I know now what 
judges are looking for and what I 

can ski. Yeah it is definitely a learn-
ing experience skiing in comps (from 
that perspective) because there is 
definitely ways that they judge things 
and it is good. If you have a good 
run, then there is no better feeling, 
crossing the line, it is elation. Be-
cause it is done and done well and 
you are like, yeah! It is too bad that 
it is not more enjoyable for me dur-
ing, but you would probably be 
pretty hard pressed to find someone 
tell you that a competition run is 
pretty enjoyable while it is happen-
ing. But I am sure that when those 
guys are riding Jaws (one of the big-
gest waves on the planet) in Maui or 
something you know they are proba-
bly not dropping into it thinking, oh 
this is just a peach. (Mikey 
Stevenson) 

I learned the less I think about dur-
ing the run, the better. I think back to 
my racing career and to my best 
races, and it was the races where I 
was having fun, not thinking at the 
task at hand not even paying atten-
tion to the race. And then I think my 
natural ability took over...my in-
stinct. (Wendy Fisher) 

Lessons from Compromised Situations 
Jonny Law said the following with regards 
to jumping off of a cliff, and being a couple 
of degrees off on his take off, which led to 
him dropping onto a rock: 

It was probably an eighty, eighty-five 
footer and this was a really good 
learning experience. My take off was 
kind of angled and I think that the 
combination of having an angled 
take off, actually makes you drop 
away, you know it is like hitting a 
golf ball on a slope..... It gave me a 
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pretty good outlook on things. What 
messed me up this last year, after 
having success and wanting to build 
on that, I think I messed with my fo-
cus a bit. Being more concentrated 
on results rather than my own per-
sonal challenge. (Jonny Law) 

Learning from Injuries 
Well I think it has to be the self 
awareness that allows me to do it. I 
think injuries have been a big part of 
it. My first injury I broke my jaw and 
had my mouth wired shut for a 
month and I think, I got to learn from 
my mistakes [italics added]. I found 
that time tough because I was really 
on my own…. I used to fall a lot on 
stuff that I don’t even think about 
now. Just being able to fall and get 
up and hurt yourself and get better, it 
is just one big learning process…. I 
think that it touches again on how 
quickly your reality can change and 
how trying to be in control as much 
as possible but there are always go-
ing to be things out of your control. 
You can’t let that choke you up. 
Some people really allow things to 
get them down too much, things that 
are out of their control. Life is too 
short. How can you let that stuff bug 
you? That’s what I think skiing 
teaches you! As much as I prepare 
for the future, you have to love what 
is going on at the moment. You can’t 
always say I can’t wait until I am 
doing this or I can’t wait until I have 
accomplished that. You just have to 
chill out…. The fact is my reality 
changed. This is now my reality. I 
can’t be upset with what I am going 
to miss in the next three months or 
what is is now what I have to deal 
with. is going to come because of this 
accident. ThCope. (Jonny Law) 

What I have learned most has come 
from being hurt. That has taught me 
a lot of things. When I get hurt I 
analyze why I got hurt, and then use 
that knowledge to not get hurt again. 
Since I have been hurt for a while I 
haven’t been able to ski, so I haven’t 
been able to go to the mountains for 
a while. I had to focus on other 
skills. I was saying to Johnny (Law) 
we used to get such a buzz out of the 
perfect day, the perfect moment, and 
the biggest peak and the best scenery 
and it was so great. I was so high. 
But now I can’t do it anymore, so 
everything was so boring. But then I 
had to re-find it. When I walk in the 
street, smiling to an old lady you 
know that I find that as a buzz. And 
fixing things, being nice to people, 
smiling to people and not making a 
big deal out of nothing. All this stuff 
is what I learned from not being in 
the mountains. Down here they are 
making a big fuss out of nothing. JC: 
So if you can’t get that buzz out of 
the perfect day, you are trying to get 
it from another area? PY: Yeah, I am 
saying that just because I have found 
a big enlightenment, doesn’t mean 
that I have to get it only there (in the 
mountains)… Someone does some-
thing negative and I pick it up and 
make it positive. If you take life for 
granted and you don’t put attention 
on those little things, then it is going 
to slip away from you and you can’t 
be a better person. So that is my 
philosophy and what I have learned 
from my injuries. (Pierre-Yves 
Leblanc)  

Applying lessons learned to sport 
An important step in acting on knowledge 
from experiences was to think about future 
applications of the lessons learned. Each 
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athlete shared at least a couple of experi-
ences about reflecting on something that 
happened to them, drawing out lessons and 
then identifying areas where they could use 
or apply this new knowledge. The majority 
of application were back in the mountains in 
similar skiing situations. Hugo Harrison 
said, “Yeah but I apply lessons in a good 
way. I remember the lessons from that line 
and the next time for sure I will stick it.”  

I think you get good at big mountain 
freeskiing through trial and error 
and as you experience more things 
like big crashes and big cliffs, you 
are able to apply that to what you 
are doing where falling becomes un-
acceptable. For example skiing lines 
in Alaska. But when you are learning 
and trying to progress, falling is very 
important. Number one, if you are on 
top of a forty footer and you have 
crashed off of a forty footer and it 
didn’t hurt, you were fine. You can 
be on top of another forty footer and 
say, I can do this. I could fall it 
probably wont hurt. And you know 
that it is possible to not get hurt on 
something like that. (Jonny Law) 

Developing Mind-set 
The outcome from the processes involved in 
post-performance reflection is ongoing 
learning and the development of a mind-set 
that athletes can carry into their next experi-
ences in life. Some of the mind-set views 
acquired and shared by these athletes are 
presented below. 

Life views 
JC: What recommendations do you 
have for people who would like to 
pursue a career in big mountain 
freeskiing? JL: Basically you have to 
become what you do. I learned a lot 
and I would apply it to anything else 

I did. If I found out I wasn’t able to 
do what I am doing now I would be 
able to take the lessons I have 
learned and apply them to like 
school or business or whatever. 
(Jonny Law) 

Just get the most out of each day. 
You could just be resting, waiting to 
go again, and charge it. (Seth 
Morrison) 

Try to be good, and to do good. Ski-
ing is one thing I have always cared 
about. I want to be good. (Mikey 
Stevenson) 

When I am in the mountains I feel 
like I had more knowledge than a 
scientist of the highest level. When 
you are in the mountains it doesn’t 
matter how much money you have. If 
a person is not a mountain person, 
his knees will be clacking like this, 
he will be white (with fear). I am 
healthy, I know where I am, I know 
where the danger is, I feel one hun-
dred percent confident and money 
will never buy that. So that’s where 
my richness is. You need to know 
that you can make your buzz out of 
something simple. Get something out 
of simple things in life, and not make 
a big deal out of nothing. (Pierre-
Yves Leblanc) 

Some people might work a job that 
they absolutely hate but they just 
keep doing it. Their heart might be 
aching but they still keep doing it. 
For me it would be forget it, I am out 
of here. Life is hard work, and the 
younger you can realize that the 
better your future will be. For sure 
the younger you can have the men-
tality of trying hard in school or 
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whatever is going to benefit you in 
the long run, will make you happier 
in the long run. (Wendy Fisher)  

Get experience. I have been asked 
this before and I think it is a hard 
one, because it has to be fun to be 
fun to do, if you are not having fun 
doing this then there is no point. But 
if you are not having fun doing 
whatever you are doing then you 
shouldn’t be doing it. If you are 
having fun going around doing the 
easy lines then go for it. (Jenn 
Ashton) 

I guess you can pretty much base 
your whole life on skiing, respect for 
the mountain and where you live and 
how you got here. Everything that I 
am going to do is linked to skiing. 
(Ryan Oakden) 

Focused Connection 
A decision was made to create a separate 
section for the success element of focused 
connection because of it’s uniqueness and 
importance and because every athlete felt it 
was critically important to high level per-
formance in this context. Each athlete uses 
their own words to describe the importance 
of a focused connection with what they were 
doing, an intense focus on relevant things. A 
focused connection that led to success 
emerged from focusing on relevant perform-
ance elements at the appropriate time. The 
athletes spoke about being aware of what his 
or her success elements were and identified 
the appropriate times to focus on each of 
them. When do you need to be focused on 
line selection, when do you need to be fo-
cused on relaxing, when do you need to be 
focused on connecting and reading the 
course in front of you, when do you need to 
be focused on reflecting on lessons from 
your run? The examples of the focused-con-

nection that the athletes developed have 
been presented throughout this article in the 
quotes from the athletes. The intent of this 
short section was to simply highlight the 
extreme importance of a focused-connection 
to ones pursuits, in order to reach ones po-
tential. 

Discussion 
This study supports the findings of Orlick 
(1980, 1990, 2000); Gould, Eklund, & 
Jackson (1992); and Orlick and Partington 
(1988). The elite BM freeskiers used many 
similar success elements including pre-per-
formance preparation (line selection/ in-
spection), imagery/visualization, and posi-
tive thoughts/self talk, which helped them be 
confident and trust their readiness to per-
form. While immersed in their performance 
the athletes became highly connected 
through their exceptional focusing skills. 
After the performance they reflected on their 
experiences to draw out lessons and to build 
positive mindsets towards future perform-
ances and life (ongoing learning). The Love 
they expressed for their sport and their life 
was nurtured through a highly connected 
focus with relevant parts of their perform-
ances and their daily life.  

The results of this study are further dis-
cussed in light of specific components of 
Orlick’s Wheel of Excellence  

The first element of the Wheel of Excellence 
is commitment. Orlick (2000) stated: 

The heart of human excellence often begins 
to beat when you discover a pursuit that 
gives you a sense of meaning, joy, or pas-
sion. When you find something within a 
pursuit, or within yourself, that you are truly 
committed to develop, everything else can 
grow. (Orlick, 2000, p. 4)  
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Each participant interviewed in this study, 
spoke of the love they had for parts of their 
sport and their life. The athletes commented 
on their strong love for BM freeskiing. 
Through a process of self-reflection Jonny 
Law asked himself what it was in life that 
made him happy. What did he really love? 
He realized that he loved to ski more than 
anything else, and from that simple realiza-
tion he broke his daily pursuits into simple 
goals to create a new reality. From that mo-
ment on he began to fill his days with ele-
ments of what he loves, elements of skiing 
and being in the mountains, making it easier 
for him to be committed and connected to 
his pursuits because they were created from 
love. This is contrast to people who fill their 
days with activities based on what they think 
they should be doing, rather then looking 
into themselves to decide what they love, 
and how they can engage in that love more 
often. 

The second element of excellence in the 
Wheel of Excellence is a strong focused 
connection with relevant things at relevant 
times. According to Orlick (2000); “A fully 
connected focus releases you from every-
thing irrelevant and connects you totally 
with your experience or performance. It is a 
mind-place where nothing else in your world 
exists apart from being totally connected 
with what your are engaged in or experi-
encing at that moment” (p.7). The partici-
pants in this study said that intense, focused 
preparation allowed them to enter the “zone” 
or to be fully “in the moment”. One could 
argue that a strong focused-connection for 
BM-freeskiers within the performance is 
when the past meets the future, in the pre-
sent.  

The third element in the Wheel of 
Excellence is confidence. All the athletes 
discussed this success element as being es-
sential for successful performances. Confi-

dence in their abilities to execute their per-
formance plan, was of utmost importance to 
these athletes.  

The fourth element in the Wheel of 
Excellence is using mental images in posi-
tive ways to create positive images, positive 
feelings and positive realities (Orlick, 2000). 
Each participant for this study shared de-
tailed examples of using positive mental im-
ages to improve the performance outcome of 
their run.  

The fifth element in the Wheel of 
Excellence is mental readiness. The sense of 
complete readiness prior to a performance 
comes from preparing well and using all the 
elements of excellence to build that mental 
readiness. The athletes in this study were 
able to stand on top of exposed mountain 
peaks, stare down the steep faces, and feel 
confident and ready to engage in a high-risk, 
high-speed experience. This readiness was a 
result of thorough intense preparation, which 
resulted in the feeling of being completely 
mentally ready to not only survive their runs 
but to embrace the challenges and risk that 
they faced.  

The sixth element of the Wheel of 
Excellence is distraction control. Orlick 
(2000) stated that at some point, “distraction 
control becomes the most important mental 
skill affecting the quality and consistency of 
your performance” (p.13). The athletes in 
this study discussed at length the importance 
of distraction control, the ability to refocus 
and regain a positive connected focus when 
faced with potential distractions, or obsta-
cles.  

The seventh element of the Wheel of 
Excellence is ongoing learning to draw ac-
tions lessons from careful post performance 
reflection. The post performance phase was 
viewed as extremely important by all of the 
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athletes in this study, perhaps because of the 
high level of risk in their sport. The athletes 
took the information they were exposed to 
during their runs, consciously reflected on it 
and channelled it into practical action steps 
for future experiences.  

An extremely interesting finding in this 
study was related to how these athletes 
turned fear into focus or calmed their minds 
just before the start of their run down the 
mountain. All the athletes mentioned that 
the last thing they do in the pre-performance 
preparation phase is to try to calm them-
selves down and clear their minds just prior 
to their run.  

The athletes are well aware of the deadly 
consequences of a less then best perform-
ance and consequently carefully plan their 
run and line to avoid danger zones. If they 
feel good about the upcoming run and the 
line, the athletes decide to accept the risks 
and their chosen line, and continue with 
their preparation process which increases 
their confidence and their ability to trust 
their plan. At this point their focus shifts 
away from anything negative and they focus 
solely on executing the run. The thought of 
death or severe injure does not enter their 
mind while engaged in a successful run.  

One athlete stated that if the thought of 
negative consequences continues to stay in 
the forefront and leads to anxiety towards 
the run, he either backs off completely and 
creates a new plan, or looks to his prepara-

tion to try to alleviate the anxiety by ac-
counting for whatever it was that was caus-
ing the anxiety. The importance of effective 
preparation in removing the negative 
thoughts that can lead to a less that best per-
formance is consistent with the information 
provided by the accomplished astronaut 
Chris Hadfield in his interview with Terry 
Orlick. Chris stated, “The main benefit to 
detailed preparation is success; that’s the 
short answer. The long answer, the main 
benefit of detailed preparation is confidence 
and lack of fear” (Hadfield & Orlick, 1999, 
p. 88). Hatfield went on to say that the best 
indicator of readiness is not fear or anxiety, 
but rather relief of actually being engaged in 
the performance. This was consistent with 
BM freeskiers thoughts towards being en-
gaged in the performance in BM freeskiing. 

The findings from this study provide in-
sights into the success elements used by 
some of the world’s elite BM freeskiers in 
their pursuit of excellence in this high-
speed, high-risk sport. The most applicable 
concepts discussed in this study include a 
strong focused-connection, loving what you 
are doing, the ability to remain calm when 
performing in contexts with extreme conse-
quences for failure, and acting on valuable 
lessons from personal experiences. These 
success elements have the potential to guide 
the positive development of performers in 
many sports and in many walks of life.  
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Karine: In racing Ironman how do you 
think your mind is important? 

Chris: Your mind… I think it's important 
and not just in the race. It's the whole pack-
age, I think the training, because it is such a 
monotonous sport, monotonous workloads. I 
think your body has its bio-rhythms so as it 
gets tired, mentally you lose motivation so 
your mind plays an important role in the fact 
that it keeps you motivated. You have to try 
to remain positive because when you're not 
positive many times in training you're like… 
pfeew! 

Karine: And how do you do it, for you? 

Chris: I worked before I did sport, I was an 
accountant in Australia. I finished college 
and I was an accountant …. and for me re-
membering how monotonous and mundane 
being an accountant was (for me), which is 
to a lot of people the real world, I think this 
keeps me motivated because I don't want to 
ever go back to that. I am very blessed and 
lucky that I'm able to do triathlon and make 
money from it because for 95% of people 
who do triathlon do this as a hobby, things I 
do for love, and as a professional you turn 
that a hobby into a job. So it becomes more 
difficult. But I try to use that approach and 
think OK, what else would I be doing today, 
I'd be at work. It's hard for everyday people 
getting out at seven o'clock in the morning 
to catch the train to work in the city. They 
start working at 8:30, they work until… this 
is also mundane. That's how I try to keep 
myself motivated, and say you know, that is 
good. 

Karine: In the racing itself, how do think 
the mental aspect of the race is important? 

Chris: I think in the Ironman, it's probably 
50% of the battle. You know everyone's 

physically fit. You know a lot of people say 
it's 90% mental. I don't believe it’s so much 
mental. You have to be physically condi-
tioned. But at that elite level, everyone's 
very physically conditioned, and then obvi-
ously genetics comes a lot into play. But 
mentally, I look at my to Ironman failures, 
I've had six Ironman races, four successes, 
two failures, so I have a 66% success rate. 
And I try to compare why I was bad in the 
ones I was bad and I why was good in the 
good ones. I think in the ones that went bad, 
I allowed outside sources of negativity to 
move into my race a lot more. Things were-
n't going my way, I went for hard sections, 
the pace was fast, it was hot, windy, and it 
wasn't what I expected, and I allowed those 
things to influence my race. And once you 
start down its like the dark side of the force 
in Luke Star Wars, once you start with the 
negative it's easy to quit mentally. Once you 
switch off mentally in the Ironman, it's over. 
So I think in Ironman, more so than in the 
short course, especially when it gets hard 
and tough, it's very important that you be 
tough.  

Karine: So now how do you do it to not 
switch off and continue? 

Chris: I have a new concept now … a new 
way of approaching things is to treat it all 
like a circle. I think of it like OK, I start at 
seven o'clock, no matter what I do in the day 
I'll be doing the race, so I can't control that. 
I'm a professional athlete, and this Sunday, 
I'm racing an Ironman. So that's uncontrol-
lable. So the way I try to think of it is: in my 
perfect scenario, I lead out of the swim by 
five minutes, I have a 10-minute lead to out 
of the bike and I run great and I win by… 
that's a perfect scenario, but it's not gonna 
happen, you know, so the way I try to think 
of it is like a circle, no matter where I am in 
that circle I'm going to have obstacles and I 
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deal with those obstacles as they arise. So if 
I'm swimming and I'm behind, I deal with it. 
You know, 'OK, I have to make up the dis-
tance, and concentrate on the now and not 
the future or the past'. 

Karine: What would be some obstacles you 
encounter? 

Chris: OK in the swim, everyone has a plan 
for the race. My plan is to swim off and go 
with the front people, if that's working, if 
that's happening that's great, I concentrate on 
that; if it's not, then when I am in the now I 
think: 'OK, let's lengthen my stroke, how 
can I get back to where I want to be' and I 
focus on those things, and meet those obsta-
cles as they arise. I look at those races where 
I said I did bad, and I didn't deal with the 
now. I was like 'ahhhhh, it's over', you 
know, 'it's finished' instead of meeting the 
challenge. I think a lot of people do that. 

I think that's where the mental side as op-
posed the physical side is more important, 
because I think in those bad races, physi-
cally I could've been very successful, but I 
allowed the negative and those obstacles to 
stop my progress. Instead of meeting them 
and fixing them or dealing with them and 
going 'okay, let's concentrate, this has hap-
pened and let's focus on what we're doing 
and deal with this', I allowed that to become 
an issue that I couldn't get past the barrier. I 
never completed the circle, I stopped here, 
and I never finished. 

Karine: So now what do you say to yourself 
to not allow the negativity to affect your per-
formance? 

Chris: If it's on the bike and I'm behind and 
I think OK, I look at my pace I look at my 
gear: this is my pace. This guy is going well, 
maybe he's going too fast. You know, you 
have to obviously revert back to what you're 

physically capable of doing. If I'm behind on 
the bike and everything is going good then I 
just go ok, I reassure myself that this is 
good, he's going too fast for me at the mo-
ment. It’s a long day. We have eight-nine 
hours, maybe he's pushing too hard. So I 
have to deal with what I can control, my 
variables. Maybe I'm going for a bad sec-
tion, if it's tough and I'm losing because it's 
tough then I'm constantly saying 'it's OK'. 
Your body is not too smart, you know, your 
mind is amazing, your body is not too smart. 
It starts to think what you tell it, if you start 
thinking I'm tired, its hot, your body will 
react so as to make you tired, its actually 
lazy I think. It wants to stop, it doesn't want 
to be there so it constantly sends these mes-
sages that it's uncomfortable. So if you keep 
telling yourself: I feel good, I feel good, this 
is a problem, but we'll deal with it, it's OK. 
It starts to feel tired, so take some food in 
maybe it's food. Let's go for that step. Usu-
ally when you're tired, you might be running 
out of fuel, you know, you need to get out of 
the saddle, and shift, change gears. You try 
to control the things within that environment 
to take your mind off (what isn’t helping 
you) … does that make sense? 

Karine: It does, absolutely. 

Chris: Ok. … So if I'm losing time on the 
bike: number one, if I'm not tired maybe it's 
because that guy is going too fast. If I am 
tired and I'm losing time, the first thing is, 
what can I control, maybe it's fuel. Let's get 
some fuel, let's drink, let's shift the gears, 
maybe I'm pushing too big a gears, rest the 
back. Just take your mind off, control the 
things you can control, and ride out of the 
storm. You keep telling yourself, it's normal, 
this is normal, this is an Ironman. It's a long 
day, eight hours. It's bio-rhythms. You're 
gonna have good times and bad times, you 
expected that, you are going for a rough 
patch at the moment, and we'll come good. 
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You know, maybe get some caffeine in and 
spark yourself up and nine times out of 10 
you ride out the storm and BOOM! You're 
back! It's a bad patch, it lasts for five min-
utes. I've been in some races where you 
deadset think you're gonna die and then 10 
minutes later, you are Superman again, you 
know your body is OK.  

Karine: How did you do that switch? 

Chris: How the switch happened? Like I 
said you just deal with that time, it's like 
time stands still for five or ten minutes, 
you're sort of dealing with these problems 
and trying to control, OK I'm tired, let's have 
some fuel let's have a bit of Coke, let's have 
a Shot, salt tablets, we'll change the gears, 
we'll adjust. A lot of people have a pattern 
of things that they might do. For me, when-
ever I tend to go for a bad patch, I always 
stand up, especially if I'm on the bike. I get 
out of the saddle, I change gears, cause you 
want to change the rhythms, so you might be 
pushing the gears for so long your body is 
just in a 'brrrrrrr same gear'. I might pick up 
the cadence a bit, I might have some food, 
adjust, have a drink, put some water on my 
head, stretch my back a bit, get back down 
and then, 'OK, let's just ride out of the storm, 
it's an uncomfortable section' and then your 
body reacts. As long as you stay positive, as 
long as you don't say, ‘Oh no it's over, here 
we go, I'm blowing up’. You’ve got to just 
remain in a positive frame of mind. And 
positive is not saying 'Great, I feel great, I 
feel great', cause you're not stupid, you don't 
feel great, you're not going to believe that. 
Positive is, like, it's an obstacle you're gonna 
make it, it's like OK, here's obstacle one. 
The day has begun I’ve felt great all day, 
suddenly I'm starting to feel tired, let's deal 
with this problem now OK, what can we do 
to control it, fix this up and just ride out of 
the storm. Sometimes it could be 10 min-
utes, sometimes it could be 20 minutes, 

sometimes it could be a hill, 30 seconds, you 
know. And once you’ve rode that out, you 
actually feel stronger because you think, 
wow I just dealt with that. 'Ok we're back, 
I'M BACK! ' 

Karine: And when you're back, what are 
you thinking about? 

Chris: Ok number one you're back, let's get 
back in our race plan, which is pick up the 
intensity, pick up the pace. You know, get 
back into the gear that we were using before, 
on the bike say, or on the run, pick up the 
tempo. And that's all times, it’s a race and if 
you're behind, you're like 'OK, we might 
have lost 30 seconds there, let's pick that up, 
let's take it back, let's move in'. I'll never 
look behind. You know I want to know 
where the people are but I'm not going to 
look for them, look back and look for them. 
So if I'm in front, I'm thinking we've lost 
some time there, let's pick this pace, again, 
back on my pace, I feel good, your body is 
not the smartest thing. You're so physically 
fit that once you feel good, it's normal. It's 
like 'I'm back' you know I've rode this 70 
times in training, the pace I'm going do in 
the race. When you have a bad patch, you 
know you're having a bad patch, because 
number one, you're pace slows down and 
you're not feeling good, and once you come 
out of that it's back to normal, so it's you're 
not really thinking anything. You're like 
'Wow I'm back! Yeah, beauty! This is great 
and I'll start riding to pick up the tempo, and 
I'll work. When I feel good I capitalize on it. 
When I feel bad, I get on defense mode, I'll 
deal with the problem and I'm prepared to 
lose time when I feel bad. When I feel good, 
I'm on the attack. 

Karine: What does it mean attack for you, 
what are you thinking about ? 
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Chris: On the attack means I'm racing my 
race. I'm an aggressive racer. I think that's 
why I'm successful here in Europe. I'm 
BANG from the start, aggressive, go! Catch 
me if you can, usually leading all the time, 
always like to be in the front of the race, al-
ways in control, an aggressive racer and put 
the pressure on everyone else. And when 
you race with that mindset, there's only two 
ways of thinking: You're on the attack or 
you're on defense, and the only time you're 
on defense is when you're feeling bad. And 
you're GONNA feel bad because you're 
pushing a lot harder than the guys who start 
out slowly. They're not going to have a bad 
patch until very very late in the race, maybe 
10 km from home on the run. Whereas I 
could have a bad patch of very very early 
because I'm very aggressive and their 
Europeans are very much like that and that's 
why you see here in these races here in 
Europe, that times are so very very fast 
compared to an Ironman in American where 
it's a lot more reserved. A lot of the 
American Ironman competitors are very re-
served. They pace themselves, very paced 
out, they plan the day accordingly. The guys 
in America tend to run quicker, but the guys 
here tend to swim and bike a lot harder. 

Karine: You said you expect the bad patch, 
do you also expect pain? 

Chris: Yeah, you expect pain, but…It's a 
different pain. I come from short course 
racing, where the pain is intense. Ironman 
pain is just a general fatigue. You're just 
tired, the muscles are sore, it's a pain I prefer 
more than short course pain, which is gut-
wrenching. You know, blood in your throat, 
tough pain. That's the pain I don't like. 
Ironman pain is nice [laugh]. 

Karine: It's nice [laughs]? How do you deal 
with it? 

Chris: It's another thing I expect. I think 
anyone doing an Ironman knows it's gonna 
be uncomfortable. I always think of it as, 
you know you're going to get sore, it's going 
to be painful but you're going to be close to 
the finish, that's how I always think. When 
the pain is coming, it's nearly done. The day 
is nearly done, honestly in the Ironman 70% 
of it is comfortable. The swim is easy, the 
first half of the bike is controlled, you can 
talk, you feel good, and then it starts to 
come and you're halfway through the race. 
Like I said, I'm in a circle. I always think 
okay, I'm here in the circle. I have to com-
plete the circle. I've done so much I only 
have a little bit to go, this pain is honestly, 
it's not… I actually… funnily enough enjoy 
it.  

Karine: You enjoy it? 

Chris: Yeah, I like that part of the race.  

When it comes, what do you think? 

Hmm… [asking himself] "yeah, what do I 
think when it's painful?" [pause 3 seconds] 
That's sort of the whole reason you start 
doing it I guess. To push yourself and push 
yourself and push yourself. Because you’ve 
got to differentiate between pain and feeling 
horrible. There's a difference, you know like 
you can be in pain or uncomfortable, but 
still in control, and that's different to a bad 
patch which I talked about before, where 
you can be feeling great and have an abso-
lute horrible patch or feel terrible, but it's not 
painful. You just feel weak and tired. That's 
one of those patches. I'll say you have to 
deal with it and take fuel. When you're at the 
later part of the races you have painful peri-
ods, but you can be in pain but in control, 
and that's the most, that's the greatest part of 
the race when you're on this line and push 
yourself and push yourself and push yourself 
but you're somewhat in control it feels. The 
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endorphins are flowing, it's like a high you 
know, that's the buzz I think of Ironman 
racing. I think that's why everyone does it, 
for that's the buzz! I think that's the high and 
mentally that's not tough. Mentally it's tough 
when it's painful and you have one of those 
bad patches you know that's the toughest 
combination you can possibility have later in 
the race, maybe on the run 5 km from home. 
Your legs are very tired you're tired, physi-
cally exhausted, and you've been pushing 
yourself, and pushing yourself, pushing 
yourself and suddenly you run out of glyco-
gen, you've got no fuel left and you sud-
denly feel terrible, absolutely terrible, weak 
and tired as well as in pain.  

Karine: How do you deal with it then? 

Chris: For me I'm always close to home so I 
just think, just deal with that. 

Karine: But how do you deal with it? What 
do you say to yourself? 

Chris: 'It's nearly home, it's nearly home, 
it's nearly home.' And it's the most uncom-
fortable and painful thing and you feel hor-
rible. And you're just trying to put in the fuel 
and Coke and sugar and you did the things 
you could control. Firstly, you feel horrible. 
The first thing in Ironman is, everyone's 
going to grab Coke for sugars, because the 
reason you feel so bad is because you run 
out of sugars. So you put Coke, Red Bull, 
caffeine, anything that peps you up, and 
falsely tell yourself, stimulate your mind, 
you know it's OK. For me I'm thinking it's 
15 minutes, 15 more minutes and this is 
over, we're finished this. I'm always saying 
that myself. Complete the circle, complete 
the circle, finish the circle, 15 more minutes 
and we're done, we'll pack it up, go home, 
it's done. And if it's half an hour from home, 
it's like 30 minutes. It's a Seinfeld episode. 
These are the kinds of things. Or you, you 

picture things in training, sessions you've 
been training. 

Karine: Tell me about that.  

Chris: Like you might be 30 minutes from 
home and for me I always picture my favor-
ite running, where I always do my long runs 
in Sydney. I always say to myself: 'You're at 
the Springs' which is 30 minutes from home. 
How many times have you run from the 
Springs home. Now you try to visualize that 
run of the Springs, I'm at the Springs I've 
done this a million times. Today it sucks, I 
don't feel good, but just run home from the 
Springs. Put one foot in front of another and 
Bang Bang Bang and you just… honestly. 
It's like a trance . You just keep thinking… 

Karine: When you visualize what do you 
see exactly? 

Chris: For me when I visualize the Springs. 
I've done the Springs a lot, I always tend to 
suffer the last 30 minutes, because I'm so 
aggressive early in the race. I picture the 
Springs, I just see the Springs, where we 
run, a little waterfall. I always picture, it's a 
little climb that we come up and picture that. 
It's the first thing you see whenever you'll 
hit the Springs. It's like, ok I'm at the 
Springs you picture that. And then I try to 
think, ok its flat down, I picture the run from 
the Springs. I'm no longer running in the 
race. I'll probably be going [up that hill, go-
ing up that hill, let's try up, downhill…] you 
project yourself back there, the whole time, 
on the path and you come back and forwards 
in between (the race and the Springs). You'll 
be like, all this sucks! or someone will yell 
something from the crowd, but a lot of the 
times you're so tired physically and men-
tally, and emotionally tired at this point of 
the race that everything sort of becomes a 
blur, you sort of see things, see people. So 
I’m thinking about ok you're at the Springs 
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you're at the Springs come on, we'll proba-
bly get up that hill 2 km, 15 minutes, and 
THIS - IS - IN THE BAG! Done, we're 
done. ..and it's just boom, you just control 
what you can control and you get to the fin-
ish line. Last year, here, I had that going on 
and also a competitor right beside me so you 
always try to think Oh! come on, let's get 
home, let's get home you're at the Springs. 

But I was also thinking, your competitive 
instincts are there, you're looking across and 
the whole time, it was a really strange sen-
sation, because last year (this race) was a 
real cat and mouse bluffing game. I was 
trying to look great even though I felt terri-
ble and speaking to Lothar, he said the same, 
he was absolutely destroyed. He said with 
eight kilometers to go he had nothing left, 
and I said 'WOW you looked great! You 
know I looked across and…' It was the big-
gest bluff! I just put my chest out, and that 
was a big mind game between the two of us. 
I remember last year thinking ok, when we 
get four kilometers from home, that's it. I 
took my belt off, I'm racing I don't care how 
much this hurts. And for me that last 4 km 
for me is just a blur. I don't remember any-
thing. I don't remember, I just put my head 
down and ran and all that I remember is the 
whole time seeing Lothar's arm side by side 
with me. I just focused on the run, I don't 
remember the people coming the other way. 
I just kept running and running. 

Karine: What were you thinking about? 

Chris: I don't know! That's the funny thing, 
I don't know. I remember, it's like in flashes 
I remember coming down the hill and 
working together side-by-side and the hill 
went to the left and Lothar had the inside 
and I remember immediately thinking to 
myself, because it turned left and I was on 
the right hand side, I guess it's because he 
raced there so many times. The only mem-

ory, I think I remember is saying to myself: 
He's got the inside. He's gotta come out of 
this corner in front, bad move bad move. 
You're so stupid, you're stupid, you 
should've got the inside. We came out of the 
corner and he had one step in front, and it 
stayed like that the whole last 500 meters, 
one step in front. The whole way into the 
finish. I could not catch him. At that point, I 
remember I was looking, pumping my arms, 
thinking 'just run past him, run past him.' 
Because you want to, you just can't! Come 
on, run past him, just go, run past him! And 
he's just one step the whole way and all the 
people were going nuts. You see the photos, 
it's quite funny in speaking to Lothar, he 
said the same, as we don't remember so 
many people until we see the photos. I just 
remember looking at his shirt with Deutsche 
Post, a yellow shirt, and I was going 'Run 
past him, just go past him' and it stayed like 
that the whole way. And I think when I look 
back now physically that race blew me for 
the season, because I think you dig so deep 
and I think your body can do that only so 
many times where you can really really 
really dig as deep as that. And I think it 
takes something from you , and for the rest 
of the year I was really tired emotionally and 
mentally very exhausted. I found in training 
I just didn't want to go back there again. 
You get to a point where your body is just 
like, you know what? I don't want to hurt 
like that anymore. So I had a good time off 
and I was being good. But I remember 
thinking for this year, this race, I don't want 
to tax myself like that again. I will again, 
maybe for Hawaii but my objective is Ha-
waii later. 

Karine: What do you think is the hardest 
challenge for Ironman racers? 

Chris: I guess the challenge is the volume 
of work, the training, the time that needs to 
be committed to the sport for the three disci-
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plines, a lot of volume of work, it uses up a 
lot of time. 

Karine: Speaking of that how do you man-
age to get all your training done and the rest 
you need and your little daughter, and eve-
rything in your life? 

Chris: I'm pretty good, yeah I have a very 
understanding family, my wife is amazing. 
But I'm a very hard trainer. I think anyone 
who trains with me (knows that), I always 
tend to recycle people a lot. Only because I 
like standing at the start line thinking: 
"there's not a person here who's trained 
harder than me". So for me that's a positive, 
when I'm standing at the start line, in there 
swimming fighting in the water going ok, 
we've got eight hours of pain, but no one 
here has been through what I've been 
through. And every I need to in every race I 
do. It gives me confidence, and it gives me 
the edge when you're meeting those obsta-
cles during the race and there's someone up 
the road you're going Oh! he's up the road, 
but I've been through this a million times be-
fore, you've done a thousands of these, 
you've hurt like of this 1000 times before, 
and he hasn't trained as hard as you did. 
They are the things you're telling yourself, 
you know you're ready for this, don't be soft. 
If I came to an Ironman and I knew I hadn't 
trained well, maybe I'd been injured, it be-
comes a lot more of a mental game. I've 
never been in that position, but I know, 
maybe I'd be thinking Oh I'm feeling bad, 
because I haven't done enough training. 'Oh, 
no, you knew this would happen' and that's 
when you start going in the negative path. I 
knew this was going to happen, hey you 
haven't done enough bike working, you're 
starting to get tired. You don't want those 
thoughts.  

When you’ve had good training, and you're 
standing on that start line and going OK, 

there's nothing more I could have done to be 
more ready for this phrase and physically I 
think I'm the best in the world. So there's no 
one here who should beat me. So anyone 
who's in front of me shouldn't be there and 
the only person who's stopping me from 
winning is me. When you have an obstacle 
you deal with it, you deal with this thing, 
otherwise this guy's going to beat me and he 
doesn't deserve to beat me, because he's not 
as good as you are and that's how I deal with 
things.  

Karine: So you truly believe that you're fit, 
and you deserve to win. 

Chris: Yes and you might ask what happens 
if you're not feeling good, well I have never 
been in that position so I couldn't tell you. 

Karine: So you make sure that you're not in 
that position. 

Chris: Exactly. Last year, I have had a terri-
ble race in Hawaii, that I went there thinking 
I was super fit, but when I look back at my 
training, I was terrible, I got married and I 
partied for seven weeks and now I look back 
and think that's the reason. But for every 
race I do, I try to be 100% ready. 

Karine: Do you always evaluations of your 
races and preparation like that? 

Chris: Every time, whether I win or lose. 

Karine: What do you think about or focus 
on for your evaluations? 

Chris: For me, Ironman is new. In this race 
I've done less Ironman’s than any other pros, 
even the young guys like Farris and Timo 
Bracht who's done eight Ironman’s. This is 
my sixth Ironman. So for me it's a learning 
curve. I like to write everything down, all 
my training, my races, what works, what 
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doesn't. For the successful races I can look 
back, if I have a bad race, what went wrong, 
why, when did I feel bad, and it's just so you 
can replicate good things. You form the 
model for your training, so you can take the 
next block of work. For this race I've tried 
completely different training, because I've 
got a model that works, that I think works, 
but I'm trying to do three Ironman’s a year. 
So it's works for two Ironman's, I won last 
year in Australia and I was second here, but 
in Hawaii I was very bad. So this year I've 
won Australia again, I'm back here, but I've 
tried to do completely different work. I'm 
physically fit for this race, but I have done 
different training. So after the race, on the 
weekend I'll go okay, I was successful or I 
wasn't successful and if I was successful, 
and I go on to be successful in Hawaii, that 
will be the model I'll replicate next year as 
opposed to the model I did last year. So 
you're always trying to find what works, 
what doesn't and your body is an amazing 
instrument. It has its bio-rhythms and some-
times you're going to feel good, and some-
times you're going to feel bad, but I think it's 
also a very simple, simple machine.  

If mentally you know something worked in 
the past, replicate it again. I have done that 
in my short course career. My whole career, 
people were asking, how are you so success-
ful? I was like well, I won a race doing that, 
did it again I won again, just did it again, did 
it again, did it again. It's simple, and people 
try, and coaches, to complicate things, and 
do this and that and try to do this… It's such 
a simple thing, swim, bike, run, be good at 
them, find something that works for you and 
just replicate it. As you get stronger, you 
might do a race and realize you might re-
quire a bit more bike volume, a bit more 
bike strength. You obviously make adjust-
ments to your training, but you stick to the 
same patterns that work.  

Karine: What race would you say was your 
best? 

Chris: I think my best race was when I won 
the world [short-course]. For Ironman, I 
think my best performance was this year in 
Australia. I just think I ruled the way the 
day went. I was physically super fit, my 
training was exceptional, but I had a lot of 
things on my plate that took away from my 
recovery in my lead up to the race. I just 
started a bike shop, so I spent a lot of time in 
the shop, I trained all day, and then I spent 
all night in the shop, whereas the years be-
fore, I would have been watching television. 
I just had a baby girl. So there was obvi-
ously a lot of time with Talia [baby girl]. So 
going into Australia, I was a little bit nerv-
ous because the model I replicated and used 
for the last years was slightly different be-
cause of the training was the same but the 
recovery and all the factors that I couldn't 
control, well that I could control, but really 
couldn't control, had to come in. So I was a 
bit nervous coming into the race. But I ruled. 
I felt incredible in the swim. 

Karine: So if we take that race. In the days 
before how did you prepare? 

Chris: When I talked about the model, I 
have the same model for every single race. 
Today [two days before the race], I always 
have a day of relaxation. And relaxation 
means just away from the sport, I'll get away 
for lunch, you know go to hang out, you're 
not thinking about the race, you're just re-
laxing your mind because it's a big challenge 
in two day's time and a lot of thinking, so 
today I try not to think. So I might just 
watch television and do nothing. And tomor-
row is the day of packing and planning for 
the race, which is: swim, what do we need, 
we put that together, the bike bags need to 
be done, we get all the bike fitted out, how 
much energy work we're going to take in the 
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race, what calorie consumption we are going 
to use.  

Karine: It's all planned? 

Chris: Yes it's all planned but it's just repli-
cate from the years before, and its setting it 
up in the bags on the bike, making sure I’ve 
got all the equipment, that I haven't forgot-
ten anything. It's the bike and the bike shoes 
and everything is done. I check in, I do little 
swim, maybe 10 minutes just to feel the 
arms. To feel good. I do a bit of the bike 
ride, do a bit of a run, 20 minutes it's pretty 
much 20 minutes of the three disciplines. 
Just to make sure everything is ready for the 
race, and I always eat lasagne. I have to 
have lasagne! I've had it since I was running 
as a 10-year-old. My mother used to make 
me lasagne, and whenever I didn't have it I 
raced bad. It's just a superstition, I guess. I 
have lasagne and then I try to sleep, the day 
before the race the sleep (afternoon sleep) 
isn't important. Tonight's sleep is the im-
portant one. 

Karine: So when you wake up in the 
morning how do you feel?  

Chris: Actually I'll get excited. And I think 
it's because it's still new to me, Ironman. If I 
compare it to when I used to get up for short 
course races, it got to a point, where I was 
like, ah here we go again, this is gonna hurt. 
But for the Ironman it's still a buzz. Because 
it's been such a long planning, it's been 12 
weeks worth of work, you've thought about 
this moment a lot, here's the race, you've 
thought about the other competitors and 
looking forward to compete against them, 
and you sort of wake up and I go: wow, this 
is it! And the good thing about Ironman 
racing is it's not a rush like short course. 
You get there in the swim and boom you 
swim, you're swimming along and obviously 
with the front bunch, but I'm used to getting 

bunched up and dealing with it. That's for 
me a relief, because a lot of the Ironman 
competitors, they only know Ironman rac-
ing, they've never done the short, aggressive 
Olympics and those sort of Olympic-dis-
tance type events.  

Karine: They find the swim hectic. 

Chris: Yeah they find the swim very hectic, 
whereas I enjoy it. It's very enjoyable.  

Karine: You were saying earlier that you 
thought about your competitors a lot. When 
did you think about them and what did you 
think about? 

Chris: Oh! Just in training. I know for this 
race Lothar is here and we've raced so much 
around the world and I know he is average 
in the swim, not a great swimmer, very 
strong on the bike and very strong on the 
run. I know, as he would know my 
strengths. I wonder if he'll keep up on the 
bike, I wonder how he is. And today is the 
day where you're going to find out. So it's 
actually a little bit exciting. You know a lot 
of people, they get nervous but I never really 
get nervous. I get excited. 

Karine: So what do you do from the mo-
ment you wake up until maybe 30 minutes 
before the race? 

Chris: I count my calories.  

Karine: You count your calories? 

Chris: Yeah, to make sure I have enough 
fuel. I have those tins out there of liquid 
food. I have one of those. I make sure there's 
enough fuel, enough calories. I count my 
calories, I make sure I'm drinking and fluids 
and eating enough, and starting the race with 
a full tank. That's my primary concern race 
morning, getting enough fuel. Because a lot 
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of people get nervous, and they forget to eat 
and the nerves are burning off energy and 
they don't replace energy. A lot of people 
start Ironman three quarters full, three quar-
ters' tank. I want to make sure I start with a 
full tank, calories in. Make sure you drink 
drink during, drink and drink and that's why 
I try to reinforce myself as I get into the 
transition area. I make sure that I've eaten 
enough and 'Drink, drink Mecca' try to get 
the calories and then I'm just watching the 
time. Knowing when the start is, going 
through my warm up routine. Just a typical 
routine that I do for pretty much every race, 
start with a run then the bike then the swim. 
So that I finish in the water for the start of 
the race. And I tend to be very, in the swim 
I'm always laughing, 'yeah' whereas a lot of 
the guys are very reserved and quiet and I 
don’t know if it annoys people, but I'm ex-
cited.  

Karine: So let's say fifteen minutes before 
the start, you're in the water now. What are 
you thinking about at that moment? 

Chris: 'This is it, yeah, beauty!' As a profes-
sional, I think that's you what you trained 
for. That's what I look forward to. The race 
is the bonus, it's the training that is the mo-
notonous part, the training in the rain and 
the wind and the cold, and the time away. 
The race, it's always the best so I'm ex-
cited. It's like finally here, finally this is it , 
I’ve never been nervous, like a lot of people 
ask me are you nervous for this race. Not at 
all. I don't think about it, it's like, this is 
cool, I'm going into the battle, let's rock-and-
roll. You want to beat me, try to do it. And if 
you do, well done. You know, and I'll finish 
this race, if I come fifth, I'll go ok, what 
went wrong. That's how I look at it and I'll 
adjust it and next time I won't be fifth. It's 
just like a game, you're playing and playing 
and playing until you find the perfect race, I 
think everyone is searching for the perfect 

race. And I don't think I've had mine yet. 
I've had great races, but not the perfect 
race…  

Karine: And 30 seconds before the race? 

Chris: I make sure I don't miss the start. 
That's sort of when I get a little bit more se-
rious. I don't miss the start, or I don't do 
something tactically stupid, which is like 
talking to someone. I'll look for Stephen and 
think, ok place myself among the good 
swimmers and lets rock-and-roll. 

When the gun goes, I'll find where Stephen 
is and all the good swimmers and I'll get 
ready to go … looking forward. It’s treading 
water and then go! 

Karine: Once the gun goes off, what are 
you thinking? 

Chris: Long strokes, like you've done so 
many times in training, long strokes. That's 
all I think about. I'll pick up my rate [turn-
over of the arms] and long strokes, long 
swim strokes, come on. Because the first 
part is fast and I'm always aware of where, 
I'll usually position myself next to Stephen 
so my whole philosophy in that sense is, he's 
going to be the first out of the water. So all I 
have to concentrate on is his suit. Obviously 
you look up every 10 or 15 strokes, but I just 
focus on swimming next to him, boom, his 
suit, his suit. So I don't look up or anything 
for maybe the first three or four minutes. We 
start to get into clear water, and then he 
might start to pull away because he's a bit 
stronger, and the group starts to establish 
themselves, and then my focus is just stay-
ing where I am, staying with the front guys. 
If they're obviously too fast, they'll swim 
away. But my aim is just to keep my tempo, 
the things that I've trained, the pace I've 
trained at, which is usually in the front 
group. Sometimes someone's hitting you, 
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and things like that that annoy you. I'll move 
out of the way or… if someone is deliber-
ately (doing it)… I've lashed out a lot in 
races but I tend to just move away.  

Karine: So now we are close to the transi-
tion. Any special thoughts at that moment? 

Chris: 200 meters out from the transition, 
I'm starting to think about the bike. I might 
be kicking a bit more to get some blood into 
the legs, and I’m thinking ok, where's my 
bike, I picture where it is. And I'll start to 
have a look at who's around me then. You'll 
sort of get a feel during the swim who's 
around you, what competitors are there. It’s 
a hectic start, it starts fast and then it sort of 
settles into a nice pace in the middle and it's 
quite comfortable. And you sort of have a 
look around at who was struggling or who's 
in the group or you sort of get an idea of 
who is in the pack. Hopefully, your main 
competitors aren't there. For me, I don't ex-
pect Lothar to be in the front pack. But if he 
was there I’d be going well, Lothar is having 
a great swim, you know, those are things 
you tend to think about. And I'm concen-
trating on the bike getting out, getting my 
wetsuit off, where did I leave my bag, 
you've walked the transition chute so you 
know where stuff is so you get out of the 
water and you just follow your path that 
you've done in training. It goes quick, boom 
on the bike. On the bike I'm aggressive 
early. 

Karine: So what are your thoughts of that 
moment? 

Chris: Let's go! I'm a land mammal, the 
swim is probably my weakness, even though 
I'm in the top group, but the bike and run I 
say is a distinctive strength. And it's like for 
me, now we're on the land, this is where I'm 
good. So boom, I'm immediately, shoes on, 
and rock-and-roll. I set a really good tempo, 

and I try to draw, especially the younger 
guys into my pace, because I want people 
with me if I can. 

Karine: Why is that? 

Chris: Because it makes it a lot easier with 
people around you. When you're solo all day 
for hours on the bike, it's just lonely, it's 
good to have other people around. And plus, 
if they tend to have bad patches, you drop 
them. You take their energy and you feel 
good about it. It's like yeah, he's gone, you 
know, good bye, see you later, have a good 
day! You sort of steal their energy. I like 
having people around me and battling with 
people. I draw from that I think, I get energy 
from that. That's why I like this race, the 
people, the crowd, it keeps me pumped up. 
More so than if I get to an Ironman in say, 
Korea, where there's like five people clap-
ping. It's not motivating for me.  

Karine: On the 180 km ride you get plenty 
of time to think. What are you thinking 
about? 

Chris: "What am I thinking about?’ You 
keep repeating the circle. For me, it's like ok 
500 calories in per hour, I'm going to have a 
Cliff Shot every 15 minutes, I'm going to 
drink that bidden of water within this hour. 
I'm going to have this, in surplus in the 
hour, make sure you replace it. Every 15 
minutes you're riding along and you're like 
ok, there's an aid station: Cliff Shot, drink 
and then it's 120 calories, and when you start 
counting calories it's amazing how quick, 
that part goes, because 10 minutes on the 
road is not (that long)… because you're 
thinking in small increments all the time, 
you might start thinking, you might have a 
chat to the guy next to you, "hey, how are 
you going?" because it's so small, it's not 
four and a half hours, it's divided. You're 
like ok, there's an hour, have I got 500 calo-
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ries in? Yep, boom start again. Making sure 
you're fuelled up, fuelled up, fuelled up, Oh, 
I'll grab a cookie! Have I got enough water? 
What gear am I pushing? Is the pace good? 
You're thinking so many things… in my first 
Ironman, this was my biggest concern. I was 
like, what the hell am I going to think of for 
4 ½ hours? I remember thinking, how bor-
ing, it's going to be sooo long! And I was 
absolutely amazed how quickly it went. 
Sometimes you do Olympic-distance races 
and they tend to drag on…because in Olym-
pic distance, you're not thinking of nutrition, 
you're just going as hard as you can. For 
Ironman, there is so much of thought in-
volved that it goes of relatively quick. 

Karine: And then you're out onto the run. 
Any special thoughts? 

Chris: I'm a runner. But the run still very 
much intimidates me. Every Ironman I've 
done, I have led off the bike. So the two 
where I've failed, I failed on the run. So I 
have never had a bad experience on the bike 
or a bad experience on the swim. My bad 
experiences have always been on the run. So 
in the last 5 km on the bike I always think 
pfeew, ok that felt good, but geez, I hope I 
feel good on the run. I get off the bike and 
the first thing I'm thinking about is, how are 
of the legs feeling. Oh! they feel good, and 
then my whole race now for the run is 
structured around my watch. I go ok, boom , 
start the watch. Now I'm going to run four 
minutes a kilometre, I know I can do that, 
I've done it one million times in training, I 
know I can do it comfortably, I know I won't 
be in any trouble, and if I run four minutes a 
kilometre, no one will catch me. A 2:48 
marathon will win it for me, no matter what. 
Because the guys who can run quicker will 
be too far behind. So that's it ,bang, I start 
my watch. I go for the first kilometre, too 
fast or to slow. And usually it's too fast, be-
cause the hype and the pump, so you tend to 

just adjust your pace, you take your fuel in, 
and the run, really, is quite easy for the first 
10 miles. 

Karine: What are you focusing on at that 
time?  

Chris: Just stay controlled, stay on the pace, 
this is the pace, try to stay relaxed. Obvi-
ously, you want to know where the com-
petitors are, you're thinking, How far in 
front am I? How good are they looking? But 
I NEVER – look – back. Never, never, 
never, never. It's just a motto from running 
that I learned. I want to know where people 
are, but I'll NEVER look for them. Because 
I always try to think that, I'm in the lead, 
everyone is feeling equally as uncomfortable 
as I am. I consider myself one of the best 
guys in the world at this so anyone who is 
behind me, is behind me because they're not 
as good as me. And they're feeling just as 
bad as me. So to catch me, they have got to 
make up time, they've got to run quicker 
than I am right now and they can't do it. 
These are the things that you think to your-
self. I'm running four minutes a kilometre 
I've got a five minutes on Lothar, if he wants 
to catch me, he is going to have to do 
something amazing, something that no one's 
ever done before. If he does, he has to pay 
for it. If he catches me and I hold this pace, 
then he's going to pay for it later on. Some-
times you get to a turn-around point and you 
come back and you'll get the times, but 
you'll see them for the first time, and you 
always try to look good. And you think 
geez, they look good! And you just keep 
saying to yourself, ok they're four minutes 
back, ok, we're 20 kilometres from home, he 
has to take one minute every 5 kilometres 
out of me, he can't do it man! If I'm hanging 
on to this pace, he can't do it. Now if you 
have a bad patch then, you know the time 
and you might have a bad patch and think 
ok, whew, I'm going for a real rough spot. If 
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I'm having a bad patch, I'm looking for the 
Red Bull. I have some Red Bull, and you 
ride out the storm. And I'll never think about 
my competitors when I have a bad patch. 
You don't think about that. I'm thinking, 
how are we going to ride this out? We're 
going to get out of this, OK, fuel, caffeine, 
we need sugar. OK, let's slow it down a bit, 
slow the pace, and you know you're in the 
circle, you're expecting it to happen. I'm not 
going into this race on Sunday expecting not 
to have any bad patch, it's going to happen. 
You just think ok, this is a bad patch, you 
expected this to happen, let's go! I've done 
this 50 times before in races, I wonder how 
long this is going to last, and sometimes you 
think, "Oh… here we go. 5, probably 10 
minutes of this, so it will probably be that 
bridge down there." You're like, "I'll proba-
bly feel uncomfortable up to that bridge, 
let's just run to that bridge." Okay fuel up, 
get some stuff in, slow it down a bit, and 
then your body will adjust and you'll come 
out of it. It's amazing how it does it! It's like 
your body is trying to punish you for doing 
this sport, so it goes, 'take that! feel bad!' 
And when you show it that you're not going 
to stop, it goes ok, it goes back to being 
good again. Yeah, you have to not give into 
your body, because if your body senses that 
your mind is going to be weak and give in to 
it, it will SHUT DOWN! It will go, "Yeah, 
beauty, I win!" It's like a little battle your 
body and mind have with your soul. And 
once you ride out of the storm, my first con-
cern is, how much time did I lose? And 
you're also thinking to yourself, they're go-
ing to have to go for a bad patch too, they're 
not superhuman. They are going to have a 
bad patch. When you're feeling good, you 
capitalize (on it) and when you're feeling 
bad, you can slow it down. If you're capi-
talizing when they are going for a bad patch, 
it ends up helping yourself out. At the end of 
the day, it's the person will has the least bad 
patches who wins the race.  

Karine: Are there other obstacles, you can 
have an Ironman? 

Chris: I think, personally, no. I think for 
other people, self-doubt is the biggest killer, 
it's the biggest killer for anyone. And that's 
why I like to start any race, feeling like I've 
done everything I can to be ready for this 
race. I think if you've got self-doubt, that 
can kill an athlete, that can take a winner 
away.  

Karine: Do doubts creep in your mind 
sometimes? 

Chris: The two Ironman I've failed have 
been Hawaii. So for me the obstacle is going 
back there now. In Hawaii this year, I'm 
going to have rough patches, and now … 
they are the issues I'm going to deal with. 
Here I've been successful, I've been success-
ful in Australia. It's easy to be positive be-
cause you've had positive results in those 
races. My big obstacle, I'll be working on 
for Hawaii will be having no doubts. I'm 
ready to race. 

Karine: How will you deal with it?  

Chris: Doing everything I can, I'll be train-
ing in the heat, I'm going to Hawaii on a 
training block for 10 days, to race the 
course, run the course, learn the course, 
KNOW the course.  

Karine: That's important. 

Chris: It's important just for visualization, 
you might be going for a rough patch in the 
race, and go, "I've run home from here, re-
member the training camp we did here, you 
sprinted home from here that day!" Just 
picture, remember I was talking about the 
Springs? It's all about visualization and con-
vincing yourself that everything is good. 
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Karine: Do you do a lot of visualization? 

Chris: In the race you do it subconsciously. 
You don't realize you're doing it. I tend to 
use that a lot. Just put myself in a positive 
environment, where I've had a positive re-
sult. Like the Springs I've run home so many 
times, I always use the Springs in 90% of 
the races I've done. Because I've run so well 
from the Springs home in so many training 
sessions and felt like Superman. I always try 
to think of my best, best times at the Spring, 
best run. Put yourself in that situation, "how 
were you feeling, how did you hold your-
self, how did you feel"… And like I said, 
your body is just, is dumb, it will do it. I 
don't know any other words to use, your 
body is not the smartest thing. It will do 
anything your mind will tell it to do. You've 
seen these athletes start wobbling during 
their race, and they're physically shutting 
down but their mind keeps telling them 
"Everything is good, everything is good, 
keep moving forward, keep going forward." 
And then sooner or later, they start getting 
the wobbles and stuff, because their body 
CAN'T do what their mind wants them to 
do. I think the perfect person to speak to for 
that is Chris Leigh who just won Ironman 
Coeur d'Alene, who lost half his intestine in 
Hawaii. If you watch the video coverage of 
it, he said that he was in fifth place, he said 
in the last 8 miles he was gone but he just 
kept saying, "keep pushing, keep pushing, 
push yourself, you're good, you feel good, 
you feel good, you feel good, you feel 
good". I think everyone says the same 
things. He got within two hundred meters 
from the finish line and his body just shut 
down, and he just kept collapsing. And you 
could see him laughing to himself, and peo-
ple don't realize, you're still mentally alert. 
Like you know what's going on, you 
know…I've had some races where I've got 
the wobbles a lot, in some hot half Ironman 
in Malaysia. And you're alert, you know, 

even though you're seeing pictures of people 
wobbling on the roads, looking like they're 
drunk and stuff. But you're not drunk. You 
just can't believe it's happening. You're like, 
come on, just run to that point, and your 
body just won't do it. And if that's why I 
said, your mind is so powerful and your 
body is dumb, because it will do everything 
your mind will tell it to do until it can't do it 
anymore. And then it will still try if the 
mind keeps telling it to do it. Chris Leigh 
tried to do that. And actually his solid intes-
tine and everything shut down, died, and he 
just kept pushing forward. Falling down and 
getting back up, pushing forward again, go-
ing down and getting back up. I talked to 
him, I was like, do you remember that? He's 
like, "totally! I couldn't believe it…" I was 
looking at the finish line and thinking, run to 
it! And he just fell over and he was like 
"man, you're on the ground again! Stand up! 
Run to it!" And he kept falling over.  

Karine: You’ve got to be tough mentally to 
push your body to do things it doesn't want 
to do. 

Chris: I think I've always been able to do 
that, so I don't know the other option. I 
guess because I've done running in sports, 
since I was little. I don't see this as pushing, 
I see this as a physical challenge. I've always 
enjoyed it. I enjoy putting myself in that po-
sition and pushing myself, and pushing my-
self. You get immense satisfaction out of it, 
personal satisfaction. I don't know why, you 
just, you get a buzz I think. If I was going to 
do these Ironmans and it didn't hurt, I don't 
think you'd do it, would you? There is no 
buzz to it.  

Karine: Hawaii, what do you think it takes 
to win it? 

Chris: I think to win Hawaii, you have to be 
brave, take a chance. Because it's the hardest 
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race in the world, the hardest single day in 
any sport in anything in the world. And 
someone's going to win. I arrive in Hawaii 
every year and I'm 100% convinced I'm go-
ing to win. But to win, you have to be brave, 
you have to take a chance. There's been a lot 
of times in races where I've been riding with 
the guys, thinking you feel good. I might 
think I'll stay here (at this pace), you know, 
it's a long day. And you see people step up 
the pace, take the chance and end up win-
ning the race. Then you'll think "Hey, I can 
beat him!" That's what it takes to win 
Hawaii, if you watch Peter Reid, last year, 
he took a chance. He is usually a very very 
strong biker, and he worked a lot on his run, 
and he took a chance early, he went out very 
very hard in the first six miles (on the run). I 
thought it was a suicidal pace. He went 35 
minutes in the run. He stayed back on the 
bike, he wasn't so aggressive and on the run 
he went whack! And I was running under 
four minutes a kilometre and I thought 
pfeeew, you're an idiot. You're stupid, it's 
too fast. And the last 10 kilometres for him 
were very very painful. He was in absolute 
pieces. But he took his chance. He went, 
"You know what? Here's my chance. I'm 
gonna run with what I've got, catch me if 
you can". If you look at all the winners, all 
the people that have been successful in 
Hawaii, they've taken a chance. They've 
gone, you know what, it's the world's cham-
pionship, and I want this more than you, and 
I'm gonna ride like that. So a lot of people 
have “died” trying and they don't become 
stars, but I respect this more than the guy 
who is racing for fifth. The person who 
wants to win Hawaii, the person who wins 
Hawaii, ultimately, number one arrives 
thinking he can. And I think there's only a 
handful of guys that turn up in Hawaii this 
year, thinking they can win. I think of the 
hundred pros (competing), honestly, there's 
10 that think they can win. The rest are there 
for fifth place. They would be over the 

moon with fifth, so they race like that. And 
some of them (there to win) got third, be-
cause some of them blew their paces. They 
took a big chance, but I respect those guys a 
lot more. They are more the brave athletes. 
The guys racing for fifth place, I can't work 
out why you want to race for fifth.  

Karine: You wouldn't do that? 

Chris: Never. I'd rather die trying, than 
never try at all. It's just the way I am and I 
guess in Hawaii, I've blown up the last two 
years trying. The first one I had a 10min 
lead off the bike, first ever in Hawaii. I went 
pfeew, 10 minutes, catch me if you can. 
Blew the pace in the marathon. Walked the 
marathon. Last year, I attacked the last half 
of the bike. And I got away and took my 
chance and blew up 6 miles away, I lasted 
20 miles, where the year before, I only 
lasted 12. So I got closer but I still failed, 
you know!  

And everyone keeps saying, you should 
wait, you should relax, you have to pay your 
dues. You need to come tenth, fifth. Forget 
that! I don't want to come 10th. I'm a com-
petitor, I'm a racer. It's in me. I don't train 
for 12 weeks, and go without spending time 
with my family, and live this harsh lifestyle 
to come tenth, you know! [laughs] 10th 
What's that? I do this to win,, if I come sec-
ond I fail. That's how I am on myself.  

Karine: You're pretty hard on yourself. 

Chris: I'm hard on myself, because I think 
I'm physically good enough to win. If I was 
riding the Tour de France against Lance 
Armstrong, I wouldn't be hard on myself if 
he rides 20 minutes faster than me. But in 
this sport I'm hard on myself because I think 
I'm good enough to win and if I don't win it's 
because I've done something wrong or the 
person was better and I need to adjust and 
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make changes, so it doesn't happen again. 
There's no one in the sport that I have seen 
yet that scares me, that I think you're better 
than me. In short course, Simon Whitfield is 
a better runner than I am. I've trained with 
him, he's one of my best friends, and I know 
if we ever came together off the bike and 
have to run side-by-side he would beat me 
every single time. And it's a hard thing to 
swallow as an athlete. It's the first time ever 
in my sport where I've had to go, he is better 
than me. I cannot beat him in the run. But in 
the Ironman if I was racing Simon, I would 
never let myself be in that position.  

Karine: So what would you do? 

Chris: I would be aggressive on the bike 
because I'm better than him on the bike. I 
don't want to start the run with Simon. I've 
watched these World Cup races on televi-
sion, with all these guys riding along with 
Simon and I'm thinking, What are you do-
ing? You're never going to beat him (that 
way)! And they're happy to come second. 
"I've got second to Simon Whitfield, it's a 
great…" Pfeeew! But in an Ironman, there's 
no one I've seen who I cannot swim with, I 
cannot bike with, and I cannot run with. No 
one scares me. No one. And I think it sounds 
arrogant, there's no one here I don't think I'm 
a better runner than, I don't think I'm a better 
bike rider than, and that I don't think I'm a 
better swimmer than. Maybe there's a few 
people that are better swimmers, but I think 
I can outbike anyone and I can outrun any-
one. So for me it's a big positive, and I try to 
think that.. I try to start the race thinking that 
way… 

Karine: So do you think about that during, 
or before your race? 

Chris: Yeah, I always think that when I'm in 
the race, I think it's something I take with 
me every day in training.  

Karine: Everyday? 

Chris: Everyday! I think, man you're one of 
the best, you're one of the best in the world. 
And that's why I think I train so hard, and I 
recycle my training partners. I have four or 
five and I recycle them, they tend to last four 
weeks and then they're in a heap and they 
have a week off. And I use the next guy up 
and then the other guy comes back, I tend to 
recycle training partners because I'm so hard 
and committed in training. I'm showing 
them how strong I am. It's very much an ego 
thing. As much a boost for myself and just 
to pick at them 'this is how quick the good 
guys are'.  

Karine: You're very committed. 

Chris: Oh I'm very committed. I say this is 
because I'm blessed. I found that I was great 
at this sport and it has provided me with a 
great lifestyle. And now it's only a short pe-
riod of time that I can do it for and I try not 
to waste it. In my early racing career, on the 
ITU World Cup circuit, I was in Australia 
and winning World Cups, having a lot of 
money, being single and traveling around 
the world. I was partying and going to all 
these places and just party and then sud-
denly I was 27 years old. And at one point I 
remember saying. I want to make sure I 
don't waste my time.  

Karine: At one point, you said that? 

Chris: Well, I missed the Olympics. Be-
cause everything happened so easy: I've won 
the World Championships, I've won the 
World Cup series, I've won so many World 
Cup races, partying and drinking, having fun 
and thinking, "This is the greatest sport in 
the world, I'm so talented, look how good I 
am". And then all these guys beat me and I 
missed making the Olympic team. I couldn't 
believe it. I thought, I am going to have to 
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wait four more years, if I want to go again. 
You know what? I'm not going waste my 
time anymore. And I think I became a pro-
fessional athlete in 2000. I was a profes-
sional athlete before that, but not profes-
sional with everything, my whole program. I 
think since 2000, that's why I think I have 
been so successful. I'm very very consistent. 
I win 95% of the races I do, and if I don't 
win I podium. I don't think I haven't podi-
umed in four years. Except for Hawaii.  

Karine: So your goal is to win Hawaii? 

Chris: Ah, that's all I want to win. My focus 
is to win Hawaii, and then end my career in 
Beijing at the Olympics. And that will do 
me.  

Karine: So you will go to the Olympics? 

Chris: I think so. Only if I've won Hawaii. I 
like to win things twice to show that the first 
time wasn't a fluke. So win Hawaii and then 
I'd like to replicate that and then that would 
do me with Hawaii. I'm happy to do that, 
and then I'd like to break eight hours for the 
Ironman.  

Karine: Have you have always had goals? 

Chris: When I first started triathlon I had 
the list of all the things I wanted to do. I'd 
write down I wanted to be a world cham-
pion, I wanted to win the World Cup Series, 
I wanted to win the National Champion-
ships, I wanted to win the French Iron Tour. 
Iron Tour is like the Tour de France for tri-
athlon in seven days. I wanted to win Chi-
cago, I want good to win Wildflower, I 
wanted to win Alcatraz. And I wanted to 
win the Hawaiian Ironman, and I wanted to 
break eight hours. That was it. I wanted to 
be the first man to break eight hours because 
when I wrote the list, they hadn't broken 
eight hours yet. And I tick them off. I won 

the Worlds, I won the World Cup, I won 
Alcatraz, I won Wildflower and the only two 
left for me are eight hours and Hawaii. The 
Olympics was never on my list because tri-
athlon wasn't part of the Olympics, and so 
the Olympics suddenly was added later, but 
I still have the list, it's on a piece of paper, 
it's in an old training diary.  

Karine: You still have it?  

Chris: Yeah! It keeps me… motivated. I've 
still got the ticks next to the done, done, 
done, and the there's two things left. And I 
think if I could take them off I will be able 
to retire for from my sport and not feel like I 
didn't achieve everything I wanted to 
achieve. And that's what I had to ask myself 
last year when I was walking in Hawaii. I 
had to ask myself, Do I want the Olympics 
or do I want Hawaii? So I decided Hawaii is 
what I wanted. Because if I finish my career 
in five years time, without ticking off the 
Hawaiian Ironman, or without ticking off 
the sub-eight hour race, I think I'd be disap-
pointed. 

It's not hard. It's just, I think, setting a goal 
and wanting to achieve it, and that's my 
goal. 

And until I achieve that, I won't relax, I will 
continue to be hard on myself. I will con-
tinue to assess races, I will continue to learn 
from what am I doing wrong. I will continue 
to fly to training camps and go to different 
places and go and meet up with sport scien-
tists and do tests in labs and spend time 
away from my family. Because I think when 
I'm done it will be an accomplishment, 
something I can be really proud of. Like, 
Wow! That was cool! That was cool! 

Karine: Is there anything else you would 
like to say ? 
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Chris: Mentally I think I'm just driven by 
my desire to achieve those things. It's not so 
much, I'm very hard on myself. I always like 
to use the circle thing, because that's how I 
think of it to myself. It's like there's no 
avoiding it, you either deal with the problem 
in the race now, or you don't. And if you 
don't it's going to finish you, the race is go-
ing to finish and there's nothing worse than 
being in the car driving after the race going, 
I should've done this, oh man, if only I had 

gone with Lothar, if only I'd sprinted earlier, 
if only I'd eaten that food, if only… I never 
like to have 'if only's'. I want to just do it, 
just do it, deal with it, do it. And if you pay 
for it later, you can look back and say well, I 
blew up because… but at least you took a 
chance. It's better to die trying than to never 
try at all. That's how I like to think. Catch 
me if you can you know! Catch me if you 
can. And if you do it, well done. 

.
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Abstract 
Coaching is a mixture of science and art with a good measure of psychology woven into the 
presentation of both elements. In a rare interview, Anson Dorrance, one of the most successful 
soccer coaches in history, provides his insights into what motivates him as a coach and how he 
visualizes the role of psychological factors in the preparation of athletes in general and female 
soccer players in particular. This interview examines a broad range of topics including why 
Dorrance coaches, the “core principles” his teams must commit to in order to pursue excellence, 
managing performance anxiety, developing team cohesion and self confidence. Dorrance also 
addresses concerns an athlete might avoid discussing with a coach, differences in coaching 
female and male athletes, and why a healthy “competitive fire” is essential to success in any 
endeavor. Forthright, controversial, uncompromised in his convictions, Anson Dorrance provides 
a provocative and insightful interview that will stimulate a response from any professional 
interested in performance excellence. 

 
 

Anson Dorrance is considered one of the 
most successful coaches in all of sport. His 
success with the University of North 
Carolina – Chapel Hill women’s soccer pro-
gram is unmatched in collegiate soccer. He 
has won 18 collegiate national champion-
ships in the 24 years of collegiate champion-
ship competition and he coached the USA 

Women’s National team to its first world 
title in 1991. 

Recently, I had the honor to interview Coach 
Dorrance and ask him specific questions on 
the importance of psychological aspects in 
the training of athletes for high level com-
petition. Coach Dorrance has trained both 
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men and women athletes at the highest lev-
els of competition. We discussed the simi-
larities and differences involved when 
coaching men and women and how these 
differences impact both the athlete and the 
coach. Coach Dorrance’s responses are un-
edited and provide a rare window into how a 
highly successful coach applies psychology 
on a daily basis in the training of athletes for 
competition. Some of his perspectives have 
been labeled controversial and I imagine his 
responses will stimulate dialogue, conversa-
tion, and controversy. The questions and an-
swers appear in the exact order they were 
presented during the interview and there is 
no editorializing on the part of the author. 

John Silva:  A widely accepted principle in 
psychology states that people are motivated 
to fulfill their needs. What three or four per-
sonal needs does coaching soccer fulfill in 
your life? 

Coach Anson Dorrance: Well, I guess I 
love associating with people, and the nice 
thing about the coaching profession is that’s 
basically what you do. You spend your life 
associating with people, recruiting them 
certainly in a collegiate environment. 
Hanging out with them, because you’re 
training them, trying to motivate them to 
perform at a higher and higher level. And so 
it fulfills a very personal need, because it’s 
very connected. And certainly coaching is 
wonderfully connected. I started out as a 
men’s coach, and one of the many reasons I 
jumped to coaching women is the unbe-
lievably powerful personal connections with 
the women. With the men, you have some of 
that, but not to the same extent. So a lot of 
my reasons for actually coaching both for 
ten years, but for jumping to women’s soc-
cer is that it’s incredibly rewarding to con-
nect with these young people. Part of the 
reward lies in this period between the ages 
of 18-22, when there’s tremendous matura-

tion in all kinds of ways. So that’s certainly 
one. I have always enjoyed playing games. 
Board games, even things outside sports, 
fusball. I love playing any kind of game, 
sports, games of all kinds. I’ve always en-
joyed the competition and the challenge of 
that. That’s always been a part of my per-
sonality, and so to be able to jump into a 
profession where obviously that’s clearly a 
part of the mix has been wonderfully re-
warding as well, because it’s part of my na-
ture to want to compete with someone in 
something. And then I am a citizen of the 
world. I was born in Bombay, India and 
lived in Bombay and Calcutta as a young 
boy and then moved to Nairobi and from 
there to [some city in], Ethiopia from there 
to Singapore, Malaysia, and then to Brus-
sels, Belgium. I was educated at a Swiss 
boarding school in Fribourg before coming 
to college in the United States. So I have a 
wonderful sort of understanding of the poli-
tics of soccer. And so my involvement in 
this game also involves trying to get the 
United States to a level where it has an im-
pact in this sport, which is not our sport. I 
know the huge respect the world has for 
people that can play this sport well. I had a 
great platform in 1991 when we won the 
World Championship in women’s soccer for 
the first time. And of course the U.S. team 
has been filled with either players of mine 
that are coaches or people who have 
coached with me, from a leadership per-
spective, and then certainly the roster to this 
day is dotted with Tar Heels. I have a won-
derful kind of personal connection to the 
world and the world game. So that for me is 
also wonderfully fulfilling and rewarding. 
So I think those three elements are probably 
the most overpowering of my fascination 
and sort of enrichment from pursuing this. 

John: What would you say would be some 
secondary level needs that are met? 
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Coach Dorrance: I guess I’ve never really 
had a real job in my life! So to do something 
that I would actually do for free is pretty 
bloody good. I hate paperwork. And so for-
tunately, a large percentage of what I get to 
do, doesn’t deal with paper. So there’s a sort 
of secondary positive element to what I do. I 
get to be paid for something that, for me is 
fun. So that’s probably one secondary thing. 
Remarkable freedom. I don’t conform to a 
clock, I don’t check in with anyone. My 
schedule is my own, if I want to go golfing, 
no one would stop me. And I really love the 
kind of freedom I have in this job. So I think 
that’s also an extraordinary positive aspect 
of the coaching profession. And then an-
other thing that’s kind of neat about coach-
ing women’s soccer is we have a wonderful 
kind of, B, C or D level celebrity without the 
pressure of being an A celebrity. No one 
stops me on the street, and I can eat a restau-
rant meal, and yet there’s the satisfaction of 
having some recognition without any of the 
responsibilities of it. No paparazzi taking 
photos of me or my family. And yet there’s 
a positive kind of exposure from having 
some success in there. But it’s not enough of 
a media magnet to make it repressive. And 
so it’s a wonderful kind of, as I said, C or D 
level celebrity. It gives you a kind of per-
sonal satisfaction and yet requires no re-
sponsibility, which is also wonderfully en-
joyable. 

John: Briefly discuss a few “psychological 
principles” that you believe create the fabric 
of Carolina women’s soccer. 

Coach Dorrance:I guess I believe that su-
perior athletes develop in competition. Part 
of what we try to structure here is extraordi-
narily competitive. We believe in holding 
everyone accountable in numerical ways 
that for most of my colleagues is mind-bog-
gling. Every time they compete, whether or 
not they win in 26 different categories, it’s 

all recorded. And it’s a matter of public re-
cord. So we generally believe that the way 
someone develops psychological hardness 
and develops competitive fire is through an 
environment where winning and losing is 
basically critical. So that’s a principle that I 
think is vital to the development of the play-
ers I’m training.  

I’m also extraordinarily high on doing eve-
rything I can to develop leadership. I’m not 
one of these people that actually thinks you 
can develop it to a great extent. I think we 
all land somewhere on the leadership con-
tinuum, and I think we can move someone 
along the continuum to a degree, but I don’t 
think you can transform someone, the way 
leadership institutes feel they can. I do think 
you can move them, so I think this kind of 
training is vital if we’re going to be a suc-
cessful team. So leadership is critical for a 
championship team. I’ve had very talented 
teams that have lost because of a lack of 
leadership and some very average teams that 
have won because the leadership was so ex-
traordinarily powerful. So this is something 
that we consider part of our fabric.  

I also think that conscious character devel-
opment is a vital ingredient in developing a 
culture that creates and endorses and pro-
duces champions. So a lot of what we do 
with our time outside in the training envi-
ronment is address these core values, which 
we actually have the players memorize. It is 
interesting; the way kids have been raised 
right now, and sent into college to play 
sports. At least for me in my experience, 
many players have a remarkable sort of 
softness about what’s expected of them in 
areas beyond the game. It’s something that 
actually William Damon addresses in his 
book “Greater Expectations”. He talks about 
the culture of indulgence in our homes and 
in our schools. And I am subjected to this 
indulgence. Because so many kids that come 
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in, it’s all about them and playing time and 
it’s all about issues that are extraordinarily 
selfish. And you can’t have a successful 
team with a collection of selfish individuals. 
A lot of what has to happen when a player 
comes into our culture is you almost have to 
reshape their character. We do it by asking 
them to memorize eleven different quota-
tions that are attached to core values. We 
started doing this when I read an article in 
the New York Times about this woman who 
had attended Columbia, I believe, to study 
for her PhD in literature. Columbia had just 
hired a Russian poet that had left the Soviet 
Union to come to the USA. A poet by the 
name of Brodsky. Brodsky’s first assign-
ment to the graduate students at Columbia 
was for them to memorize reams of Russian 
poetry. And this woman was remembering 
back to her time there as a student and said 
that initially there was a huge rebellion 
among all the graduate students there that 
had Brodsky as an instructor. They felt like 
memorizing reams of poetry was something 
they did in elementary school and of course 
these were sophisticated American graduate 
students, and you know, they weren’t going 
to descend to doing something as mundane 
as memorizing reams of poetry. So there 
was sort of a mini rebellion. Then for some 
reason she said they all decided to humor 
this Soviet goat and memorize what he 
wanted them to learn. Then all of a sudden 
within three or four months the fabric of 
their discussion and the fabric of their writ-
ing all started to have these threads of the 
poetry they had memorized. She felt this had 
transformed her. So this exercise that ini-
tially they thought was an absolute waste of 
time, ended up becoming one of the rocks of 
her development as a student of literature. I 
saw this article, and I decided we’re going to 
introduce this for our character develop-
ment. Sure enough, I genuinely feel now 
that memorizing the way you have to be-
have, you know, simple things like George 

Bernard Shaw quote about being a whiner, 
you know, be a “force of fortune instead a 
feverish, selfish little clod of ailments and 
grievances complaining that the world will 
not devote itself to making you happy.” And 
we have eleven of these statements that 
address the core values. We have all the 
elements that we think are most critical for 
developing a championship environment. 
These are called the Core Values of our 
team: 

Let’s begin with this: 
 

I. We don’t whine. 
(“The true joy in life is to be a force 
of fortune instead of a feverish, self-
ish little clod of ailments and griev-
ances complaining that the world 
will not devote itself to making you 
happy.” George Bernard Shaw). 

 
II. We work hard. 

(“The difference between one person 
and another, between the weak and 
the powerful, the great and the insig-
nificant, is energy – invisible 
determination . . . This quality will 
do anything that has to be done in 
the world, and no talents, no circum-
stances, no opportunities will make 
you a great person without it.” 
Thomas Buxton – Philanthropist). 

 
III. The truly extraordinary do something 

every day. 
(“Roosevelt, more than any other 
man living within the range of noto-
riety showed the singular primitive 
quality that belongs to ultimate mat-
ter, the quality that medieval theol-
ogy assigned to God: ‘he was pure 
act’.” Henry Adams Theodore Rex 
– Desmond Morris).  
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IV. We choose to be positive. 
(“ . . . everything can be taken from 
a man but one thing: the last of the 
human freedoms – to choose one’s 
attitude in any given set of circum-
stances, to choose one’s own way. 
And there were always choices to 
make. Every day, every hour, offered 
the opportunity to make a decision, a 
decision which determined whether 
you would or would not submit to 
those powers which threatened to 
rob you of your very self, your inner 
freedom; which determined whether 
or not you would become the 
plaything of circumstance . . . in the 
final analysis it becomes clear that 
the sort of person (you are is) the 
result of an inner decision . . . 
therefore, any man can . . . decide . . 
. that (this) last inner freedom cannot 
be lost.” Viktor E. Frankl Man’s 
Search for Meaning).  

 
V. When we don’t play as much as we 

would like we are noble and still 
support the team and its mission 

(“If there is a meaning in life at all, 
then there must be a meaning in suf-
fering. Suffering is an ineradicable 
part of life, even as fate and death. 
Without suffering and death human 
life cannot be complete. The way in 
which a man accepts his fate and all 
the suffering it entails, the way in 
which he takes up his cross, gives him 
ample opportunity – even under the 
most difficult circumstances – to add 
a deeper meaning to his life. It may 
remain brave, dignified and unselfish. 
Or in the bitter fight for self-preser-
vation he may forget his human dig-
nity and become no more than an 
animal. Here lies the chance for a 
man either to make use of or to forgo 
the opportunities of attaining the 

moral values that a difficult situation 
may afford him. And this decides 
whether he is worthy of his sufferings 
or not.”  Viktor E. Frankl Man’s 
Search for Meaning).  

 
VI. We don’t freak out over ridiculous 

issues or live in fragile states of emo-
tional catharsis or create crises where 
none should exist. 
(“What an extraordinary place of 
liberties the West really is . . . ex-
empt from many of the relentless 
physical and social obligations nec-
essary for a traditional life for sur-
vival, they become spoiled and frag-
ile like over bred dogs; neurotic and 
prone to a host of emotional crises 
elsewhere.”  Jason Elliot An Un-
expected Light: Travels in Afghani-
stan).  

 
VII. We are well led 

(“Not long ago, to ‘believe in your-
self’ meant taking a principled, and 
often lonely, stand when it appeared 
difficult or dangerous to do so. Now 
it means accepting one’s own desires 
and inclinations, whatever they may 
be, and taking whatever steps that 
may be necessary to advance them.” 
William Damon Greater Expecta-
tions). 

 
VIII. We care about each other as 

teammates and as human beings 
(“No man is an island, entire of itself, 
every man is a piece of the continent, 
a part of the main . . . any man’s 
death diminishes me, because I am 
involved in mankind, and therefore 
never send to know for whom the bell 
tolls; it tolls for thee.”  John Donne  
For Whom the Bell Tolls).  
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IX. We play for each other. 
(“People don’t care how much you 
know until they know how much you 
care.” Note given to me by Rakel 
Karvelsson (UNC ’98)) 

 
X. We want our lives (and not just in 

soccer) to be never ending ascen-
sions but for that to happen properly 
our fundamental attitude about life 
and our appreciation for it is critical 

(“Finally there is the question of 
whether we have a duty to feel grate-
ful. Hundreds of generations who 
came before us lived dire, short lives, 
in deprivation or hunger, in igno-
rance or under oppression or during 
war, and did so partly motivated by 
the dream that someday there would 
be men and women who lived long 
lives in liberty with plenty to eat and 
without fear of an approaching storm. 
 
 Suffering through privation, those 
who came before us accumulated the 
knowledge that makes our lives fa-
vored; fought the battles that made 
our lives free; physically built much 
of what we rely on for our prosperity; 
and, most important, shaped the ide-
als of liberty. For all the myriad 
problems of modern society, we now 
live in the world our forebears would 
have wished for us—in many ways, a 
better place than they dared imagine. 
For us not to feel grateful is treacher-
ous selfishness. 
 
 Failing to feel grateful to those who 
came before is such a corrosive no-
tion, it must account at some level for 
part of our bad feelings about the pre-
sent. The solution—a rebirth of 
thankfulness—is in our self-interest”. 
Gregg Easterbrook, The Progress 
Paradox.)  

XI. And we want these four years of col-
lege to be rich, valuable and deep. 
(“College is about books. And by the 
word books, the proposition means 
this: College is about the best avail-
able tools—books, computers, lab 
equipment—for broadening your 
mastery of one or more important 
subjects that will go on deepening 
your understanding of the world, 
yourself and the people around you. 
 
This will almost certainly be the last 
time in your life when other people 
bear the expense of awarding you 
four years of financially unburdened 
time. If you use the years primarily 
for mastering the skills of social life—
as though those skills shouldn’t al-
ready have been acquired by the end 
of middle school—or if you use these 
years for testing the degree to which 
your vulnerable brain and body can 
bear the strains of the alcoholism 
with which a number of students de-
part campus, or the sexual excess that 
can seem so rewarding (to name only 
two of the lurking maelstroms), then 
you may ultimately leave this vast ta-
ble of nutriment as the one more pre-
maturely burnt-out case.” Reynolds 
Price). 

 
I consider these core values another corner-
stone of why we’re successful. We insist on 
a certain kind of behavior among the players 
and the team and we consciously try to make 
sure that they understand what acceptable 
behavior is, what our mission statements are, 
and what we tolerate as acceptable behavior. 
I think that’s been critical for our success. 
Then the other thing is, I’m very big on 
playing for each other. And so the psychol-
ogy is, the players support one another and 
obviously it’s a huge challenge for a reserve 
to support a starter. But then for a starter to 
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appreciate a reserve….one of the huge con-
flicts on constructing team chemistry is this 
dichotomy between a player that plays every 
minute and one that never plays a minute. 
And the exchange between those two, does 
the one sitting respect the one that’s play-
ing? Does the one playing respect the one 
that’s sitting? And do they have a relation-
ship of respect that basically creates an at-
mosphere of support, where everyone under-
stands their role and supports the team on its 
mission. I think those are probably the criti-
cal elements vital to our success. 

John: The player sitting on the bench can 
often end up playing a crucial role in creat-
ing the competitive environment a coach 
wants especially in the practice environ-
ment. 

Coach Dorrance: In training. Absolutely.  

John: Playing time is often a difficult 
subject for a player to discuss with a coach. 
Often, many players have concerns that they 
do not like to discuss with the coaching 
staff. What issues would you identify as the 
most difficult issues for a player to discuss 
with the head coach? 

Coach Dorrance: I think the most chal-
lenging thing for a player is to sort out why 
they’re not playing. And that’s probably the 
most difficult topic for them to bring up to 
their coach. Obviously if the coach isn’t 
playing them, the impression the athlete has 
is that the coach either doesn’t like, and usu-
ally, certainly in coaching women, if a 
woman doesn’t play, unless you have a re-
markable rapport, they immediately con-
clude – it has nothing to do with their play-
ing ability, it has entirely to do with whether 
or not you like them. So what they do to 
protect themselves against the prospect of 
being terrible players is they sort of burden 
the coach with the mantle of not liking them. 

And this is a wonderful kind of excuse be-
cause it separates them from the responsi-
bility of doing anything. And then of course 
what ends up happening is the player, if this 
is the climate that her psychology is based 
in, doesn’t feel like she can do anything to 
escape it. So then this motivates her to do 
nothing in practice to change her status, 
which of course exacerbates her ability to 
get playing time. So part of my responsibil-
ity as a coach is to ensure every player that 
they’re in full control of whether or not they 
play. And it’s an incredibly heavy burden 
for a player to accept that responsibility. 
They’d much rather have the reason for 
them not playing is that the coach doesn’t 
like them. They would hate to have that the 
reason for them not being able to play is that 
they’re lazy or they don’t play with intensity 
or they have no self-discipline or they don’t 
compete or they don’t have any self-belief. 
They would hate to have the reason for them 
not getting on the field to be those reasons. 
And a part of what I was sharing earlier, a 
part of the culture that surrounds this player 
protects her from being responsible. Because 
of course the mother or dad on the phone 
with them, or maybe the high school coach 
or the youth coach, or the best friend even 
within the team structure are obviously try-
ing to say things to make this individual feel 
better. So there’s a support structure around 
the player that prevents her from taking re-
sponsibility. The mom and dad obviously 
are getting information from the player 
about why she’s not playing, and that infor-
mation rarely strikes on the fact that every-
one’s kicking her butt in practice. Usually 
it’s about her not being given a chance or 
whatever the current moaning and groaning 
of her particular personality is. And then of 
course when the parents are given the wrong 
information they’re on to protect the kid 
against the chaos of the universe, that she 
sucks, and so then what ends up happening 
is that the player feels fully protected, the 
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mother and father and everyone else are 
telling her “well, I can’t believe you’re not 
playing” but of course they’re being fed in-
formation that doesn’t have any basis in re-
ality. And so that’s part of a construct that’s 
obviously extraordinarily negative. So the 
huge challenge for the player is, well, do 
they have the guts to come in and find out 
why they’re not playing, and that confronta-
tion is a very challenging one for the player. 
It’s not as challenging for the coach, because 
the coach is dying to let this player know 
why she’s not playing. But the reality is 
something that may separate the player and 
the coach. So then what the coach has to do 
to not be completely separated from the 
player is to find something the player does 
well. So in this conference, when the player 
finally comes in to address playing time, the 
coach is dying to find something to connect 
them. And especially with a female player, it 
can’t be an entirely critical session. So you 
struggle to find something. So, here’s the 
irony of finding something: when the coach 
finally throws this player some kind of bone, 
that’s the bone the player uses to re-leverage 
her parents and supporters into the fray of 
the fact that that it’s unfair she’s not playing, 
even though 95% of the discussion was 
about lack of fitness, no competitive fire, 
lack of self-belief, lack of discipline in the 
off-season. ‘But your talent is extraordinary, 
I’ve rarely seen a player with your ability, if 
we could just correct these areas’. So of 
course the player leaves the meeting think-
ing that the coach just said she’s an unbe-
lievable player, ‘oh Mom, the coach thinks 
I’m an unbelievable player, I can’t believe 
he’s not giving me a chance.’ And the other 
stuff of course is thrown to the wind, it’s 
very hard for a player to take responsibility 
for the fact that she doesn’t play. 

That’s one issue that is difficult to discuss 
with a head coach. Another one is why there 
is a chemistry problem on the team. If 

there’s a chemistry issue and they’re strug-
gling with some other people on the team, 
that’s a very difficult dynamic to sort of un-
fold before the coach. Those two issues in 
particular: playing time and personal issues 
of chemistry are tough ones to discuss with 
the head coach. Players are very good at dis-
cussing team issues, but they have a very 
hard time discussing their own issues or 
when the team has issues with them. 

John: How about areas often discussed by 
coaches and sport psychologists such as self-
confidence and performance anxiety? 

Coach Dorrance: Actually, they are pretty 
good at discussing that, because it’s so clear 
to the coach, it’s actually something that is 
volunteered by the coach, in practice and 
walking off the field, or walking on the 
field. That probably isn’t as major as some 
of those others, although confidence is such 
a huge force, I mean, it takes a player from 
being poor to average, average to great…it’s 
such an accelerator in player performance. I 
see it so often, I initiate that conversation. 
The players don’t have to. But, you know, 
John, you might be right, it might be some-
thing that’s also impossible for them to ad-
mit, because if they’re trying to play, or 
trying to become great, maybe one of the 
toughest things to admit is that confidence is 
an issue. Because what that almost does, is 
that it undermines their case. They're trying 
to play, and they admit they have a confi-
dence issue. Maybe that's something they 
don't want to share because it might under-
mine their mission, which is to either play 
more or to ascend to another level.  

John: Confidence does come up often in 
discussions between sport psychologists and 
athletes. Do you feel like an athlete might be 
reluctant to bring up the confidence issue 
with a coach because the athlete believes 
that while the coach may be aware of the 
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confidence issue on some level, it's never 
been agreed to, or openly admitted to, and if 
the athlete acknowledges confidence is an 
issue and does so at an open level it is no 
longer an unvalidated idea but a fully ex-
posed concern? 

Coach Dorrance: Yes. And I think that's an 
excellent point. I think that might be a factor 
in why they wouldn't volunteer it. It's inter-
esting, because I am very assertive in that 
aspect of coaching, I address it regularly.  

John: I think you touched on this a little bit, 
but I'm going to ask you to put it into crystal 
clear terms! If you could describe the ideal 
psychological makeup of a competitor, what 
characteristics would you give this person? 
What would the psychologically ideal ath-
lete look like to you? 

Coach Dorrance: The most critical thing is 
to have a competitive fire. The great ones 
I've seen have the most extraordinary com-
petitive fire, it's an issue in their lives, and it 
can be a problem. I mean, this is a very hard 
thing, and I'm talking about the ones with 
that hell-bent "I'm going to carve you up" 
mentality. It's actually very hard to corral 
and leave on the field. It almost becomes a 
chip on their shoulders, and the way they 
conduct their lives. Or it becomes such a 
stress, it's not an easy horse to ride. But this 
competitive fire is absolutely vital among 
the truly great ones. And a part of the foun-
dation for this competitive fire are things 
like, they have to have a relentless personal-
ity that has absolutely no remorse, I mean 
they have to have the shark mentality - 
blood in the water. And to some extent lack 
compassion, I mean, to have this quality you 
eliminate some very positive human quali-
ties along the way.  

I pick up the newspaper and read about all 
the different sports events, and I'm reading 

about this thing that happened between 
Chris Paul and the N.C. State basketball star 
Julius Hodge. Paul apparently just racked 
him during the game. According to the 
newspaper reports it was deliberate. This is a 
competitive fire, it verges on being bankrupt 
morally. Because it has to be such a driving 
force. I know that personality. I am that per-
sonality. All the truly great ones have this 
competitive fire and it is not easily manage-
able in a in a moral sense, but it's absolutely 
critical. And then a part of it is sort of re-
lentlessness. But for it to exist, the founda-
tion has to be built on a platform of remark-
able physical discipline. So you can't ex-
press your competitive fire unless you've got 
the juice to feed it. And so this discipline 
aspect, being fit enough, has to exist in order 
for you to exhibit it. The cliché "fatigue 
makes cowards of us all" is an appropriate 
one. So part of having this extraordinary 
drive and competitive fire is having a base to 
express yourself with, because if you don't 
have any fitness all the competitive fire 
looks like without fitness is frustration. Be-
cause you can't get anything done. So those 
two things are intermixed.  

The score is irrelevant, and your competition 
is not just with the opponent. It's with your 
teammates. You not only want to beat the 
opponent, you also want to be the best on 
the floor, the court or the field or the pool. In 
other words, it's aimed in all directions, it's 
not focused on just winning the game or 
against an opponent. It is going after every-
thing, it also goes after history. Your place 
in history. It goes after absolutely every-
thing. And if you have that, that's what 
separates you. It's incredibly rare. I mean, 
everyone thinks they're competitive. They 
have no idea. Some of my kids tell me 
they're competitive and I'm incredulous, I'm 
incredulous that they actually think they're 
competitive. Well, they're probably com-
petitive compared to the girls they went to 
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kindergarten with, or the girls they played 
high school soccer with, or maybe the ones 
they played on their club team with, but they 
have no idea what a competitive personality 
looks like. 

John: I see that relentless pursuit in top pro-
fessional athletes. They are extremely com-
petitive even with their teammates. In the 
locker room and on the field the types of ex-
changes that they have with their own 
teammates are often intense. The general 
public and others who have not been on the 
inside of high level athletics – especially 
professional athletics- do not fully under-
stand the hardness of some professional 
athletes. The intense exchanges they have 
and the way they challenge each other is 
very direct. 

However, I have found many professional 
athletes have come through a culture of 
challenge so they do not take the confronta-
tion as a personal attack and they get past it 
one way or another. It is a subculture not 
found in many work places. There is often a 
stripped down clarity because in actual 
competition there is no room for distortion – 
you can see who is getting the job done and 
who is not.  

If this hardness was brought to most work 
places colleagues would be forever 
wounded. It is part of the hard psychology 
found in direct competition but it is not the 
norm in most work cultures. In high level 
athletics you know when somebody's not 
getting the job done in practice or when 
somebody is not getting the job done in ac-
tual competition. Players will confront each 
other because the drive to excel has brought 
them this far and they do not want someone 
else who lacks passion or commitment to 
fail the team. In high level performance 
team sports the achievement of the team is 
dependent on all players competing and 

maximizing their ability and contribution to 
the team. The margin of error is very small 
between success and failure at the highest 
levels. 

Coach Dorrance: Correct. Because they 
want to win. And if a teammate is compro-
mising the team’s capacity to win, they will 
hear it from you. That's correct. 

John: What would you identify as some of 
the more common psychological concerns 
that female soccer players have. 

Coach Dorrance: The biggest concern with 
the females is they don't naturally compete. 
And so I think a part of what we do here ex-
ceptionally well that separates us from other 
programs is we train them to compete. 
We've done this for a long time and I think 
we have trained the United States in this and 
it's becoming a lot better in this country. 
Women can more successfully compete 
against another woman if they don't like 
them. What they end up doing is creating a 
hatred for an opponent or opponent's coach 
in order to commit themselves to be rabidly 
competitive. This is not a natural instinct. 
With the males, it's more natural to compete. 
They don't have to be rabidly angry or hate 
someone else to go after them. So I think the 
male athletes have a little more natural com-
petitive platform. And maybe it's the sociol-
ogy of women, or maybe it's something ge-
netic, but they really struggle to compete 
with their friends. And part of the reason is, 
if you compete with a friend, they consider 
you “nasty” and that separates you from 
them. So it becomes a personal issue if you 
crank up the competitive level. So a huge 
challenge in women's athletics is to get them 
to compete against their teammates and 
friends in practice with the same intensity 
they compete with their bitter rivals. And it 
is extraordinary to me how some players 
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need to hate the opponent in order to com-
pete with them.  

I tell this story all the time; we were driving 
to the University of Connecticut one year 
back in the days when we would travel up 
there in vans to play them. I had a girl that 
the night before she committed to us was 
flipping coins between us and the University 
of Connecticut, which meant obviously she 
really loved Connecticut and the girls that 
were there, because she could easily have 
gone there. She ended up with us. Just, you 
know, maybe with a coin toss, ended up 
heads and it was Carolina Tar Heels. So she 
could've gone to Connecticut, she obviously 
liked the kids there, liked the coach there, 
liked the campus but she ended up coming 
to us. It is now her junior year at Carolina. 
We are driving up to Connecticut and I'm 
driving the van, she's sitting behind me and 
the whole discussion was about how she 
couldn't wait to beat the cows at UConn. 
And I'm just incredulous; because I don't 
have any animosity to anyone we compete 
against. And finally, at a rest stop I said 
"how can you say these things about Con-
necticut, you almost went there?" "Oh, I 
never would've gone there!" And she started 
denying that she virtually ended up a Husky 
at Connecticut. Well, what I've learned over 
time was that helped her compete with them 
because UConn at the time was our rival. 
“Hating” them helped her compete against 
them. Part of what she had to generate 
within herself without foundation, I'm sure, 
is there was something wrong with UConn. 
And it seems to me that in women's athletics 
they need that psychological gasoline in or-
der to compete. And men don't need it to the 
same extent. Men I think are more natural 
competitors, predators, than the women are. 
So that's a huge challenge for me, to get the 
women in practice to go after each other the 
way you would a rival. 

That would be the main one. And then the 
second one, right after that, actually is lead-
ership. It's very tough to get women to lead 
each other, because they would rather be led 
by a consensus. They would rather have a 
committee meeting and through the com-
mittee decide what to do, but of course you 
know in athletics, when things are going 
wrong you can't have a committee meeting 
to sort out why Mary isn't trying that hard. 
What has to happen in the game is that 
somebody's got to scream at Mary and have 
her get in gear. Otherwise all of us are going 
to have our butts kicked, and now you're the 
weak link, and you've got to get it together 
or we're going down. So, you can't have 
a...”gentle chat” about where a player’s 
brain is on a given day. 

It's very tough. So when you get one, like 
Carla Overbeck, the captain in 1996, and the 
captain in 1999 at the world championships, 
and a gold medal in Athens, they're unbe-
lievably rare. Carla was so extraordinary. 
She would actually scream on the field, 
during the game, "get so-and-so out of the 
game, she's killing us." The girl could obvi-
ously hear it, you know what I mean? And 
she didn't care what the girl thought about 
her. If she wasn't going to compete to Carla's 
satisfaction, she wanted the girl subbed out 
of the game immediately. And trust me, 
when Carla made a recommendation, on the 
bench we didn't hesitate. We wanted the 
players to know we respected that kind of 
leadership, and I would never fight her. 
Even if I disagreed with her, I would never 
fight it, because I wanted women like that 
on the field, holding each other accountable 
verbally. So verbal leadership is a huge issue 
as is a competitive fire against friends and 
teammates in practice.  

John: Could you elaborate a little bit more 
on the obvious differences you see in 
coaching males and females? 
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Coach Dorrance: Well, it would take me 
forever because there are so many it'd be 
hard for me to recount them all. But they're 
motivated differently. You can't lead women 
with the intensity of your own personality. A 
part of what motivates a man is for the 
coach to actually scream at him during the 
game to get him going, and that does get 
him going. And a lot of the times, obviously 
being a male I understand this, half the time 
the reason you start playing is you're so ir-
ritated at the criticism. And that feeds your 
adrenaline. So that almost is the priming of 
your adrenaline pump, to have someone 
criticize you verbally, and embarrass you in 
that fashion. You refuse to be embarrassed 
and now your adrenaline is going, and be-
cause you want to kill or strangle the coach 
right then you pour that in, you sublimate 
that into a 50-50 ball.  

That's totally ineffective with women. What 
happens when you are that way with a 
woman, unless you have a very good and 
close personal relationship with her is that 
you are going to actually shatter her confi-
dence. And it's a totally ineffective way to 
lead women athletes. And I know that what's 
common in sport psychology is we all want 
to believe the way to motivate everyone is 
the same way. But I'm here to testify, John, 
it's not. I mean, even though men would 
love to be coddled and complimented and 
stroked and hugged, there are moments 
when that's not going to work. Sometimes 
their egos are so huge, that's what they be-
lieve anyway, so it doesn't impact on them. 
The only thing that ends up driving a huge 
male ego is to let them know it's not good 
enough and that gets his attention. 

No better example than watching how Duke 
basketball is coached, how Mike drives his 
troops. Nothing coddling and, I mean, obvi-
ously they know that he cares about them, 
but the way the message is delivered isn't 

through "I just want you to know, Peter, that 
I think you're a wonderful human being, but 
would you please get your butt in gear in the 
next five minutes." No, it comes out very 
quickly because something has to happen 
immediately. And I think that is a difference 
between men and women. I think with 
women it totally doesn't work, it totally 
shatters their confidence. Not that we don't 
all live on a continuum, we do, and there are 
some women that can be coached like men, 
and there are some men that have to be 
coached like women, but generalizing, I 
think with women you've got to be over-
whelmingly positive. You can't afford to 
criticize any of them until they trust you. 
And then a part of the criticism has to be 
constructed in a way where they have to feel 
like you care about them at the end of it 
some way, otherwise they're not going to be 
listening to it. 

No better example than when one day a 
player comes into my office and leaves this 
note on my desk. "People don't care how 
much you know until they know how much 
you care." And what she was telling me was 
"you know, I'm not listening to you because 
you don't care about me." And that was a 
great message, so I, until this day it's been 
on my desk, and it's somewhere out there, 
and because it's the truth and I needed to be 
reminded of that. Leading women for me is 
a construct. It's not easy for me. I've had to 
learn how to lead women, because I cer-
tainly didn't do it naturally. 

Videotape is totally ineffective with the 
women. Men need videotape. I mean, a 
male's got to know that he can play better 
than what he's playing. Of course, every 
male thinks that with general criticism 
you're speaking about someone else. 
Videotape crystallizes that they're the one 
that needs to change their performance. 
General criticism with women, every 
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woman thinks you're talking about her. They 
don't need videotape. You can make a gen-
eral criticism and even the women that aren't 
committing this mistake will feel like "oh 
my gosh, he's talking about me," even 
though that's the last one you're talking 
about, you know, the woman who probably 
feels that you're talking about the most. So 
videotape has a different function for men 
and women. We use videotape to show 
women they can play. With men, we show 
them they can't. Men's videotape sessions 
are about mistakes. Not always, because ob-
viously every now and again you're going to 
build their confidence with a positive tape. 
With women the overwhelming majority of 
tape has to be positive, otherwise it's going 
to shatter their confidence. They're not going 
to look at it and try to correct it, they're 
going to look at it and say "oh my gosh, I 
suck." And that's going to impact negatively 
on their construction of confidence. Praise 
has to be different. Men love public praises. 
Women hate it. Women hate to be singled 
out in front of their peers, because they 
know every woman in the room hates them 
with a passion, that they're being singled out 
by someone for something personally glori-
ous and they aren't, the woman you're 
praising also hates it. I mean, everyone hates 
it.  

You've got to pick the way you compliment 
them. And the best way, I've discovered, is 
with a personal note. I mean, one of the 
greatest gifts I've ever been given was by 
Mia Hamm. I'm driving to work one day, 
and I decide to go through Umstead Park. 
All of a sudden - this was in the second se-
mester of Mia's senior year and early in the 
morning- I see this sprinter in the park. I 
actually pulled over because it looked like 
Mia, and damn if it wasn't. I couldn't believe 
it. She's out there by herself, 5 and back, 10 
and back, 15 and back, 20 and back, 25 and 
back and it was unbelievable. I mean, this is 

the final measure in athletic greatness. For 
her to train on her own. I couldn't wait to get 
back to work, scribbled her a note, dropped 
it in the mail, forgot about it and then years 
later in her book is the note I wrote her. "A 
vision of a champion is someone who bends 
over, drenched in sweat, at the point of ex-
haustion, when no one else is watching." 
And I didn't know she'd even gotten it, and 
all of the sudden it's in her book? Obviously 
it meant something to her, well that's what 
you do with women. At every opportunity. 

I was just in Dallas yesterday. Stacy takes 
me over to her house and she shows me - 
she played for me for four years and was 
one of the great success stories in our pro-
gram - her scrapbook. And in the scrapbook 
is every note I wrote her. And I'm reading 
these notes and I'm going "oh my gosh, oh 
my gosh." And so the way you lead women 
is with your humanity. At every opportunity 
in very personal ways, you let them know 
you care about them, and also you let them 
know that they are remarkable...the best way 
to share with them they are remarkable, ac-
tually, if you can find a reason outside the 
game that's more powerful.  

Women aren't as driven by their athletic 
success as their personal success. So if you 
think they're a great human being, that's 
what you highlight even more than an ath-
letic achievement. "The way you treat your 
teammates, I came out one day and there 
you were, you're helping the managers set 
up practice. I mean, that's class. You are 
obviously a classy human being." Any 
chance you can to let them know you think 
they are great people, that's going to have an 
even more immeasurable connection with 
them, more powerful than anything that you 
can find about them athletically. 
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John Silva – End Note 

With the infusion of young women and adult 
women into not only athletics, but into every 
facet of competition in society it appears 
that the gap between how men and women 

process competitive and achievement ori-
ented situations continues to evolve. I envi-
sion that it will continue to change and the 
socialization of men and women will pro-
vide both genders with the opportunity to 
compete in any environment. 
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Abstract 
The understanding and application of sport psychology principles have moved beyond sport 
to many other high performance domains. For example, Talbot-Honeck & Orlick, (1998) 
studied psychological performance enhancement strategies used by some of the world’s top 
classical musicians. An extensive review of the literature revealed that no research has ex-
plored the mental strategies used by professional stage and film actors. The purpose of this 
research was to begin to explore and better understand the mental strategies used by profes-
sional actors. Twelve professional actors from Canada and the United States were inter-
viewed using a semi-structured open-ended interview guide. Inductive analysis revealed that 
these actors gained from seven key mental strategies: character preparation, focus while 
performing, pre-performance routines, imagery, confidence, optimal energy level, and 
performance evaluation. These elements of excellence are discussed using specific examples 
of application cited by professional actors. 

 

 

Imagine that it is the opening night of a play 
in New York City. A young lead actor takes 
his or her place on center stage on Broadway 
for the first time. In the crowd are newspa-
per critics, talent agents, family, and friends. 
This is the most important night of his or her 
young career. How did the actor mentally 
prepare for this moment, this performance? 
Where is his focus as he steps on stage? 
What is running through his or her head? 
How does she deal with potentially negative 
thoughts or distractions? What does he or 

she need to focus on to have a best perform-
ance? 

Over the past twenty five years, leading ap-
plied sport psychology researchers have ad-
dressed these questions with Olympic and 
Professional athletes (Orlick, 1980; Orlick & 
Partington, 1988). In more recent years, 
Orlick and his graduate students at the 
University of Ottawa took the lead in ap-
plying the Sport psychology paradigm to 
understand excellence in a variety of other 
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high performance domains (for example, 
with surgeons, astronauts, top classical mu-
sicians and professionals in the corporate 
workplace). 

Literature and research regarding the mental 
strategies of “performing artists” exists to a 
very limited extent (e.g., Conroy, 
Poczwardowski, & Henschen, 2001; 
Marchant-Haycox & Wilson, 1992; 
Poczwardowski & Conroy, 2002, Talbot-
Honeck & Orlick, 1998). The term “per-
forming artist” usually includes actors, sing-
ers, musicians, and dancers. Research of 
actors regarding their memorization of lines 
(Noice, 1991; Noice, 1992; Noice & Noice, 
1997), the effect of hypnosis on character 
development (Fowler, 1998), the change in 
personalities over the course of the produc-
tion of a play (Hannah, Domino, Hanson, & 
Hannah, 1994), their experience of flow 
(Martin & Cutler, 2002), and their experi-
ence of stage fright (Steptoe et al., 1995) has 
been conducted, however, no research has 
explored the mental strategies used by pro-
fessional stage and film actors.  

The purpose of this research was to explore 
and understand the mental strategies used by 
professional North American actors. The 
general research questions that guided this 
research were the following: What kind of 
mental strategies do stage and film actors 
engage in? What are the specific strategies 
they employ before, during, and after per-
formances? How effective are these strate-
gies? How do they implement these mental 
strategies? These research questions allowed 
us to explore the mental strategies used by 
professional actors to achieve best perform-
ances and to better understand the specifics 
(when, how, and why) of the use of these 
strategies before, during, and after perform-
ances.  

The term “professional” actor in this study 
meant that the actor being interviewed cur-
rently or recently earned a majority of their 
income through acting. For simplicity of 
writing, the term “actor” includes both 
males and females. Twelve (n=12) profes-
sional actors from Canada and the United 
States were interviewed face-to-face using a 
semi-structured open-ended interview guide. 
The interviews consisted of a “specific 
grand tour type question” where the partici-
pant walked us through a recent production 
run that they considered to be one of their 
best, while the typical grand tour question 
had them discuss a typical day of a stage 
and/or film performance (Spradley, 1979).  

Results and Findings 
Inductive analysis revealed that the actors 
used seven major mental strategies includ-
ing: character preparation, focus while per-
forming, pre-performance routines, imagery, 
optimal energy level, techniques to build 
confidence, and performance evaluation. 
These seven major strategies were further 
separated into ‘Sub Strategies’ and ‘Specific 
Techniques’ and are summarized below (see 
Table 1). The specific techniques represent 
the physical and/or mental actions that the 
actors engaged in to achieve the higher level 
strategies or goals.  

Character Preparation 
Mental and physical preparation has been 
found to be a source of sport confidence 
(Vealey, Hayashi, Garner-Holman, & 
Giacobbi, 1998). Orlick and Partington 
(1988) found that Olympic athlete’s prepa-
ration greatly influenced their mental readi-
ness for an optimal performance. The 12 
actors interviewed in this study supported 
the importance of preparation and the  
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Mental Strategies of Actors 
 
Major Strategies  Sub Strategy  Specific Technique 
 
 
Character Preparation 
 

Internal Exploration 
and Understanding 
 

- approach it as an organic process 
- approach it as their own process 
- open to exploration 
- use intuition 
- relate character to self 
- fall in love with character                     

 
 

External Exploration 
and Understanding 

- investigate/ask questions 
- do background research 
- develop character’s history 
- allow text to inform them about character 

  - over preparation 
Focus While Performing 
 

Focus On Other 
Actor(s)  

- focus on listening (receiving message) 
- focus on speaking (delivering message) 
- focus on process in between listening and 

speaking. 
 
 

Focus On the Process of 
Acting 

- focus on being in the moment 
- focus on circumstances of scene 
- focusing on the character they are 

portraying 
- letting go while on stage 

 Distraction Control  
 

Distraction control 
- engage in strong character preparation 
- help fellow actor 
- deal with distraction immediately 
- decide to keep going and focus in the 

moment   
 

Pre-performance Routine Focus on Becoming 
Character   

- focus on costume/make-up 
- run lines 
- focus on character’s nuances  

 Getting Ready to 
Perform 

- engage in physical warm-up 
- relax and be alone  
- focus on performance 
- follow the same routine 
- arrive early  
- prepare during the day 

Imagery  Imagery used: 
- in character preparation 
- when entering a scene 
- for technical preparation 
- other uses 

Confidence  Ways of increasing confidence: 
- engage in positive self-talk 
- act confident 
- leave confidence on set/stage 

Optimal Energy Level  - engage in positive self-talk 
- ask ‘Why am I here?’ 

Performance Evaluation Process - constant process of assessment  
- question performance 
- engage in different methods 
- deal with critics  

  - define purpose for evaluation 
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findings of Hannah et al. (1994) and Noice 
(1992) regarding the importance of character 
exploration and understanding. One of the 
actors, David, summed up the importance of 
preparation by saying, “If you are not pre-
pared, you cannot listen and if you are not 
listening then you cannot invest in the 
scene.” 

In essence, ‘character preparation’ for these 
actors is best described as a personal process 
of comprehension and exploration of the 
character and integration of themselves into 
the character. The actors used different ap-
proaches to explore, to the point where they 
could best understand their character. Es-
sentially they used both internal/personal 
methods and external methods.  

Internal Exploration and Understanding of 
Character  
All of the actors felt that the internal process 
of exploring and understanding their char-
acter was vitally important for their per-
formance. They each went through their 
own personalized process of character 
preparation including: (a) having the process 
be organic, open and their own; (b) using 
intuition in making choices; (c) relating to 
the character; and (d) respecting the charac-
ter they were portraying. 

Their own, ‘organic’ and open process.  
Most actors discussed how their best char-
acter development came through their own 
personal exploration and when it was not 
overly influenced (by the director or by an-
other actor who had played the same char-
acter previously). The actors used the terms 
‘organic’ and ‘being open’ when discussing 
the process. Essentially, the actors who re-
ferred to it as an organic process described it 
as a process of finding the character from 
within. Christine described her struggles 
during one play, where she felt the director 
overly influenced her preparation and did 

not allow it to be a personal process, she 
said: 

She [the director] kept saying ‘I 
don't want to see any vulnerability in 
this character.’ Well of course, when 
it was reviewed it said I had done a 
good job with the character but it 
lacked vulnerability. I felt uncom-
fortable because I hadn't gone 
through the exploration. I may have 
come out at the end and said there is 
not going to be any vulnerability but 
if somebody tells you that at the very 
beginning, what are you exploring? 
Nothing, you are simply moving 
through trying to achieve their end 
but it is not an organic process. So 
you find it in your own way. The 
worst thing a director can do is try to 
push something on you at the begin-
ning, because that is going to cloud 
everything.  

Other actors discussed this idea of having a 
process that was either open, organic or their 
own: 

It does require openness. It does re-
quire an understanding that there 
will be epiphanies, like punches in 
the stomach or to your head. Sur-
prises…but there will have been and 
I will be ready when they are, that is 
the only preparation I think you 
need. (Stan)  

There is sometimes a bit of a trap of 
watching the movie, in watching 
somebody else’s performance be-
cause if you watch it too much you 
can get locked in to trying to copy 
that. And that won't really help you 
find your way to it. You always have 
to find the character within yourself. 
(Sheila)  
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Be open. That is probably the best 
advice I can give to anyone - to be 
open to possibilities. Be open to the 
360° of interpretation, of the analy-
sis, of inter personal relationships. 
Pay attention to what is going on. 
(Sheila) 

It is doing a little homework, but not 
having so many preconceptions. I 
mean, you can have some but really 
allowing the process to be more or-
ganic. (Daniel) 

Use of intuition in making choices. 
Preparation involves a personal open 
minded (yet not overly influenced) explora-
tion and understanding. But how do the ac-
tors make specific choices about their char-
acter? All 12 actors interviewed either had 
difficulty describing this or attributed it to 
various subconscious terms, of which some 
called “intuition”. The actors found that the 
choices they made about their character (i.e. 
how to say a line, how to enter the stage) 
came to them freely and they went with 
whichever one felt best. This use of intuition 
was imperative for the actors to have what 
some of them called an ‘organic process’ in 
character preparation. The actors’ best pro-
duction runs came when they trusted their 
intuition in the character choices they made.  

To be good is to understand the 
meaning of what you are saying or 
doing. If it rings true in your own 
mind, call it intuition…call it what 
ever you want, your own intelligence 
will tell you if it is true or not. Once 
you have discovered without ques-
tion, the meaning of the line and de-
livered it enough times that it reso-
nates correctly to your ear, then you 
are there. And you can't make it any 
better. That gives you that little bit of 
an extra jolt of adrenaline or emo-

tional energy where you deliver that 
line, whether it is loud or quietly, but 
just that much more conviction. And 
in that conviction is the line. At that 
moment when you were doing it, you 
know you are doing it right. (Stan) 

You know, a lot of what I try to do 
is…I don't even know how to de-
scribe it, which is not helpful to you. 
It is like how you are going to use 
your personal process, how you're 
going to be open to that and to what 
is happening in that. Both in what 
you are bringing to it and what the 
other people are bringing in. I don't 
know, it is hard to explain. I guess 
the reason it is hard to explain is be-
cause it is not an entirely cognitive 
process. (Cathy) 

To me, for the most part it is really 
an unconscious effort that I make in 
terms of acting. I know what I need 
to do and I just do it. I don't know 
what I would call it, instinct maybe, 
and common sense. It sounds meta-
physical or something, but as it 
comes into me, as I start to find the 
voice, the posture, and the emotional 
life of the character, then it starts to 
take over. It starts to become some-
thing other than I thought it would 
be when I started. (Sheila)  

Relating to the character.  
In terms of exploring and understanding 
their character, some actors explicitly dis-
cussed how they would relate their character 
to themselves. They found this was an easy 
and realistic way of understanding the per-
son they were portraying. The actors de-
scribed it as relating the character to them-
selves or to relating to certain situa-
tions/emotions. 
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The only hands that can make it bet-
ter are the mental hands that speak 
to comprehension, understanding, 
and profound feeling. If you want to 
describe it in a breakthrough way, 
we all understand certain things 
from the neck up, intellectually. But 
to render it as though it is coming 
from your heart, your guts, your 
heart, your soul - that is different. 
And what is that difference? Well, 
maybe, you have to experience it. 
(Stan)  

Fortunately, I was playing an old 
cop, retiring, really run down tired 
beat up guy. And there is no subtlety 
of it. Most of it was me. (Ben)  

And I have to be just enjoying it, 
watching this person die. And that is 
where you kind of transpose situations. 
That is not like me, I'm not evil. But 
there are aspects of one person’s per-
sonality that one can access. It is all 
about pretending. (Lyle) 

Respecting the character. 
Lastly, in terms of internal preparation, 
some actors noted how they thought it was 
essential to enjoy and respect the character 
they were playing. Stan gave an example of 
the famous actor Lawrence Olivier who 
called it ‘falling in love with your character’. 
Even if they did not fall in love with their 
character, these actors noted that it was at 
the very least imperative to appreciate their 
character and to not negatively judge them. 
In the absence of appreciation, they found 
they could not fully embrace the character 
and thus never be fully comfortable with the 
person they were acting. These actors felt 
they had to explore and understand their 
character enough to come to a point where 
they found their character was valid and 
could be loved. 

So that is a vital element too - to 
love, embrace or feel that the char-
acter has validity. (Stan) 

For this character it is about finding 
the whimsy and the joy of him. 
(Michael) 

I think you should like your charac-
ter. And really know what is going 
on in the character's head. It gives 
you all sorts of motivation and sub-
text that you might not have other-
wise. (Tara) 

External Exploring and Understanding of 
the Character  

The second area of character preparation 
was through external exploring and under-
standing, including: (a) investigation of their 
character and their character’s motives, (b) 
background research on the character or 
time period, (c) creating a character history, 
and (d) allowing the script to inform their 
exploration.  

Investigating and asking questions. 
Most actors noted that in preparing for their 
character they would ask themselves ques-
tions revolving around who, what, where, 
when, why, and how in terms of the charac-
ter and their motives. The actors discussed 
different ways of doing this. Essentially they 
were asking as many relevant questions as 
they could about their character to further 
explore and understand the person they were 
portraying. The following quotes illustrate 
their investigative approach:  

It is all about investigative work. 
Why is the character not walking off 
and going on with their lives? What 
keeps them in the story? What do 
they want ultimately? So it is called 
their spine - their main objective. 
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Every little moment in the play is like 
their vertebra, so many small and 
short term goals that are ultimately 
leading to one thing. (Lyle) 

I did a movie where my role was a 
bank guard and within the first few 
minutes I get shot and died. I thought 
‘That is really cool. I could just be in 
the moment. I can be the best bank 
guard I can be.’ What does a bank 
guard do when he is closing up at 
night? How does he feel? How does 
he walk? How does he handle his 
keys? How does he talk to people 
when he is in the bank? (Ben)  

I think the challenge of good acting 
is to continue to feed into different 
parts of the character. Meaning, you 
sort of get something about some-
body, but to keep going. (Cathy) 

Background research. 
Another method that some of the actors used 
to explore and understand their character 
was research about the person/type of char-
acter they were playing or the time pe-
riod/event the story took place during. Some 
actors, including Ben, Lyle, and Michael 
emphasized this more while others, such as 
Cathy and David said that they did not need 
to do such research because the text usually 
informed them enough. Thus, the choice to 
do background research was a personal one. 
Ben, for instance, went so far as to track 
down a historical Canadian figure he was 
portraying and interviewed him. When 
asked if that helped his performance, he re-
sponded, “It textures and colors it. It gives 
me the back story and the subtext of it. I had 
a sense of how I related.” Much of the ac-
tors’ background research was through 
reading, use of the internet and watching 
films.  

My hardest work happens in the first 
and second week of rehearsal. That 
is when I work the hardest because 
I'm scrambling, I'm always thinking 
about it, I'm constantly taking notes, 
watching stuff, researching, after the 
rehearsal going to the library or a 
video store getting old documentary 
on World War I, or going to the li-
brary and getting a book. (Lyle) 

If it has a historical background in 
terms of Shakespeare, like the 
Richards and the Henry's, I look at 
who the actual true character was in 
terms of historical truth, that might 
not always be in terms of the playing 
of it, but it certainly helps. (Henry) 

Creating a character history and using the 
text to inform the actor.  
Similar to background research, some actors 
also enjoyed creating a ‘character history’. 
Often plays and film scripts do not offer in-
formation about the character prior to when 
the story began. Thus actors like to create a 
first meeting with a love interest or the first 
time they met a good friend, often times the 
actors used imagery and imagination to cre-
ate this history. For this reason, this type of 
character preparation will be discussed in 
the imagery section.  

Some actors emphasized how reading the 
text over and over gave them insight into 
their character. The more the actors felt they 
understood the text, the further they felt they 
understood their character.  

Generally if you read the text over 
and over again, and read it out loud, 
the character will begin to surface, 
to take some kind of control. The text 
will take you there. I'm talking now 
about well written scripts. You will 
begin to discover things about the 
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character and what other characters 
say about the character and how that 
character responds to other charac-
ters. You may find the voice. (Chris-
tine) 

Part of the preparation is really 
reading the script over and over, 
looking for cues. It is almost like a 
puzzle. A good play is like that. And 
every day, you discover…it is like, 
where is Waldo. Every day you dis-
cover another Waldo, it is like being 
an investigator. (Sheila) 

Over Preparation 
As with athletes who over train, there is the 
possibility of actors over preparing or over 
researching. Some actors noted that finding 
a balance in preparation was essential to a 
good performance and over preparing did 
not make the performance feel like their 
own. 

There is a danger in over preparing 
and overanalyzing, as you start to 
play your research and not be the 
guy. My advice to people, do all that 
work, but leave it somewhere else. 
Don't try to play it. Don't try to be 
the guy that grew up in the ghetto 
and pulled himself out by the boot-
straps, just play the guy. Just be 
there. (Ben) 

So that is always that strange tight 
rope that you are walking of prepa-
ration, of homework, of work, and 
then letting the work go. Because the 
minute you try to make it happen, 
nothing happens. It is like saying, I 
am going to fall in love this week, 
you know? (Sheila) 

 
 
Focus While Performing  
Focus is where one becomes totally im-
mersed in the moment and the performer 
and performance become one (Orlick, 
2000). David noted, “As an actor you are 
only remembered for what happens after 
‘Action’!”, thus the focus an actor has while 
performing in front of the camera or on 
stage is vitally important to their success. 
The importance of focus was discussed by 
every actor. Optimal focus on set/stage oc-
curred for the actors when they focused on 
one or both of the following – on the other 
actor(s) or on the process of acting. These 
two areas are discussed in further detail be-
low, outlining the specific focusing strate-
gies and techniques of the actors. 

Focus While Performing – On Other Actor 
Each actor noted optimal focus while per-
forming occurred when they focused on the 
other actor(s) they were interacting with on 
set/stage. Ben summed it up clearly by say-
ing, “The focus that works in any scene, 
unless you are in it alone, and even then 
there might be some unseen person there 
that you are dealing with, is on the other 
person.” He noted that this made the experi-
ence more real for him because he was able 
to focus on what the other person was going 
through and then his “emotion will be ex-
actly what it is supposed to be”.  

I think it has to do with focusing, in a 
funny way, on the other characters in 
the play or movie. (Cathy) 

The emphasis is on the opponent or 
the scene partner. And so any time 
you are being really successful in 
Shakespeare it is because you're 
putting all of your emphasis on your 
arguments and the scene partner. 
(Michael) 
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I think your focus has to be very 
much on the other actors. (Christine) 

So I guess your focus should be on 
the other character or characters out 
there. (Tara) 

If I felt myself becoming stale, the 
way to get back in was to always re-
connect with the other person on 
stage. (Gary) 

The best performances are also 
where you are most connected to the 
other actors. (Sheila)  

The actors discussed three methods of spe-
cifically focusing on the other actor(s) – (a) 
focus on listening (receiving message); (b) 
focus on speaking (delivering message); and 
(c) the combination of both (the process in 
between).  

Focus on listening (receiving message from 
other actor). 
Several actors specifically discussed listen-
ing as the key to focusing on the other ac-
tor(s) and to making their performances feel 
as real as possible. David noted “I have to be 
talking to you and I need to be listening to 
what you are saying in order to stay with 
that conversation.” When asked how im-
portant listening was to him in the scene he 
replied “Completely. That is acting”. The 
following are quotes that highlight the im-
portance of listening when performing: 

The big key, and that is the word, is 
listening. They always say acting is 
reacting and acting is listening. To 
really listen to what is being said to 
you is what makes it improvisational 
every night and makes it alive and 
real. You really play the scene and 
have that interaction – new things 
happen. (Sheila) 

Listening forces you to be very at-
tentive and that is what gives good 
acting. (Lyle) 

The most important thing to do is to 
listen to what the other person is 
telling you. (Michael)  

Listening is terrifically important be-
cause somebody is going to give you 
something different every night. 
(Christine) 

Focus on communicating (delivering mes-
sage). 
Another component of focusing is commu-
nicating a message. While most actors de-
fined acting as listening, Gary, Cathy and 
Sheila also emphasized the importance of 
‘telling the story’ or communicating to the 
other actor. Gary noted: 

Entirely, it is all about, what you are 
trying to convey to the other person. 
That is really Acting 101. Why is it 
urgent that you say what you are 
trying to say? Why do they need to 
understand you? It is ‘I want you to 
hear what I have to say, because I 
need something from you’…the focus 
is conveying information through the 
filter of the character that I'm play-
ing. Whatever it is that makes it for 
that character to express themselves 
in this urgent way to one particular 
person.  

Process in between listening and speaking. 
Some actors focused on the connection be-
tween listening and communicating. For 
Gary, Henry, and Tara it was important to 
focus on the “in-between” moments, the 
cognitive process where they were making a 
connection between what they heard and 
what they wanted to say.  
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Somebody will say something which 
spurs an idea, there is a connection 
between what they say and what you 
will say – a train of logic. Sometimes 
I would have inspiration on the spot, 
but often times I would have to liter-
ally think about it and really work it 
out. I had to create the bridge be-
tween somebody else's dialogue and 
my response. So why I was saying 
what I was saying made sense. 
(Gary) 

You have to be able to listen and re-
act accordingly, otherwise you are 
not going to be in the same play, and 
you're not going to be on the same 
page. (Henry) 

You are listening to them and then 
hopefully, if you react in accordance 
to what ever they said or did, you 
will be doing what is correct for the 
piece and for the character. (Tara) 

Focus While Performing – On the Process 
of Acting 
Actors also mentioned that their focus was 
on the ‘process of acting’. They felt it was 
linked to believing in and connecting to 
what they were portraying – essentially 
making it feel real. David spoke of 14 
months where he experienced extreme anxi-
ety when performing which often included 
getting the ‘shakes’ in his hands and legs. 
He spent time reflecting on why this was 
happening. One day he realized where the 
problem was. He stated: 

It became so painfully obvious to me 
– if I would just believe in what I'm 
doing. Because as kids we were al-
ways taught that acting is just be-
lieving. It's true, in its simplest form 
that is exactly what it is. 

David’s anxiety subsided and his perform-
ance improved when he focused on believ-
ing in what he was doing. Henry also dis-
cussed this notion of believing. He said that 
when entering a scene he pretends that it is 
the first time it is happening. When asked 
how he does that he replied, “It is just a 
matter of believing it in your own mind.” As 
film actors,  

Lyle and Ben emphasized focusing on the 
process and not the outcome. Film actors 
have no influence on the outcome or final 
product that viewers will see because several 
camera shots of the same scene are taken. 
The final decisions are made by the director 
and editor. Lyle stated, “It is all about the 
process, so as I am getting more experienced 
I'm learning about how the process is so 
much more important than the results”. Ben 
discussed this theme as well, he said, “I 
never focus on the product, I don't care what 
they do with the performance after I am 
done with it because I can't influence it.”  

The theme of ‘focusing on the process’ in-
cludes four areas of focus – (a) on being in 
the moment; (b) on letting go/being open; 
(c) on the circumstances of the scene; or (d) 
on the character they were portraying. 

Focus on being in the moment of the per-
formance. 
Some actors discussed their approach to fo-
cusing on the process of acting as simply 
focusing on being in the moment while they 
performed: 

I think there is a degree of being 
there. Actors talk about being in the 
moment and all that - it is being pre-
sent. You allow yourself to be there, 
with everything you have. You are 
not holding back some other 
thoughts that you are having about 
something else. If you allow yourself 
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to be completely present, you will be 
impacted. (Cathy) 

It is making your response to them, 
either more vivid or more real. You 
are literally…being in the moment. It 
is clear to me what that means, it 
means you are listening to everybody 
else. It is as though you are doing 
this scene for the first time, and you 
are waiting to hear it differently. 
(Stan) 

‘Letting go’ and being open while per-
forming.  
Some actors spoke of trying to ‘let go’ or 
‘be open’ to what was happening on 
set/stage while they were performing. They 
felt this type of focus helped them give a 
more realistic performance.  

One of my teachers told me, the train 
is going to leave the station. It is 
going to happen, so you have to get 
on that train, and once you get on 
the train, you just let go. You sit 
down and it goes for itself. That is 
what you want; you don't want to 
have to labor. You don't want to have 
to drive the train; the train drives 
you once you get on it. And once you 
get on it, you just let go and it takes 
care of itself. So once the scene 
starts, you just sort of sit back and 
relax and enjoy the ride. (Henry) 

If another way of saying free is to be 
open, not blinkered, that is vital. 
What you have got to be is absolutely 
open to everything. Not just so much 
for the thrill of the surprises, but 
somebody is going to give you a line 
one night that you will hear and 
know is different. (Stan) 

 

Focus on circumstance of scene. 
Some actors noted that they focused either 
on the task or the circumstance of the scene. 
David said, “The focus on the task at hand is 
almost a distraction from the technical 
things going on around you”. The following 
are short quotes from various actors de-
scribing how they focus on the circum-
stances of the scene:  

Focusing on what the task is for each 
scene. (Tara) 

Just focusing on the activity of what-
ever you are doing on stage. (Gary) 

Invest in the circumstances of the 
scene, put yourself in those circum-
stances. (Sheila) 

Focus on the clarity and the focus of 
what you are doing at that moment. 
(Daniel) 

Focus on their character.  
Some actors noted that during their 
stage performances they focused on 
who the character was that they were 
playing. They focused on being ex-
actly who they were and how they 
should act, which helped them make 
their performance more real.  

If you are doing, for instance, some-
thing like a Queen, you have to be 
focused all the time on who you are 
and on your son or daugh-
ter…because you are an intense per-
son and you have to find that emo-
tion, so that is where your focus is. 
(Christine) 

While I was engrossed in the activity 
of playing this person it felt effortless 
and fun. (Gary) 
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Distraction Control  
Orlick (2000) defines distractions as internal 
thoughts or external circumstances that pull 
someone out of their best focus. This fol-
lowing section briefly discusses various dis-
tractions the actors faced and the various 
distraction control techniques they used, in-
cluding preparation, helping other actors and 
focusing in the moment. The major distrac-
tion for actors in this study were negative 
self-talk and focusing on evaluating them-
selves instead of focusing on the process of 
acting.  

If you focus on yourself, you are fo-
cusing on the wrong part of the 
scene. (Ben) 

In poor performances Sheila com-
mented that, “The self-conscious 
part takes over and you start second 
guessing yourself”. (Sheila)  

I think I tend to ‘watch’ myself too 
much, which can take me out of the 
moment. (Tara) 

Gary noted a sort of ‘out-of-body’ 
experience where he would be beside 
himself, critically analyzing himself. 

I've literally had moments, particu-
larly in long runs where it is almost 
like I'm next to myself, nudging my-
self saying ‘Do you know it, do you 
know it?’ I literally have to tell my-
self in the back of my head ‘Shut up, 
just open your mouth!’ It is almost 
like a metaphorical closing your eyes 
and falling back and knowing you 
will catch yourself. Too much of 
performance is based on fear of fail-
ure which is self fulfilling and dis-
tracting. It is what prevents people 
from doing good work. (Gary) 

Actors also experienced external distractions 
such as their scene partner not knowing their 
lines, people in the audience talking, and 
film set distractions (camera and boom mic). 
The actors talked about different techniques 
to control distractions and refocus, includ-
ing: the importance of preparation, helping 
the other actor, immediately dealing with the 
distraction and focusing on the moment. 

Importance of preparation. 
The most important distraction control tech-
nique for the actors in this study was being 
well-prepared, specifically in terms of un-
derstanding their character and knowing 
their lines.  

You would be amazed. If you do the 
preparation, if you know everything 
you need to know about your char-
acter and the situation you can 
paraphrase even with Shakespeare. 
You know what you need to say and 
what you want from the other per-
son, whether it comes out the same 
or whether it is not exactly the same 
words. (Henry) 

You have to know your lines so well, 
because there are endless distrac-
tions as well, they will pick up in the 
middle of the scene so you have to 
pick up your line  right where you 
left off. (Ben) 

Helping their fellow actor. 
In the case of a scene partner not knowing 
their lines, two actors used the technique of 
supporting their fellow actor to help them 
remember their lines. David noted:  

You try to step up and help the actor 
without stepping on their toes and 
you try to stay focused within your-
self to make sure that they are not 
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having a negative impact on you. 
(David) 

Another actor discussed a similar strategy 
when they faced with the same situation. 
They said, “I just decided to be unbelievably 
giving and supportive to him. I would just 
be there for him whenever and however he 
needed.” The actor decided to be positive in 
the face of distraction and to support their 
acting partner. 

Immediately dealing with distraction. 
Some actors spoke of removing external 
distractions. For example, on a film set Ben 
stopped and asked the Assistant Director to 
move an external object that was distracting 
him. Henry spoke of stopping to fix a chain 
watch that kept coming out of its buttonhole 
during a performance. 

I feel like, if it comes out of the but-
tonhole, everybody can see it and 
most of the time they probably don't, 
but it makes a difference. I find I 
have to fix it immediately. Otherwise 
it totally throws me off. Little things 
can throw you off very easily…it is 
best to get rid of it as soon you can. 

Deciding to keep going and focusing in the 
moment. 
Other techniques used by actors to refocus 
included deciding to keep going and focus-
ing in the moment.  

When I did this play, this guy stood 
up in the audience and he fainted. It 
was a really small theater and I 
could see everybody. It was like, 
‘Okay I guess I'm just going to keep 
on going’. He was being attended to, 
and at that point I said, ‘You know 
what…you keep doing this until 
someone says stop doing it.’ (Cathy) 

In a funny way, I made a decision 
that I wasn't going to pay attention 
to any of the distractions on a film 
set. It was only after I did a take that 
somebody would say ‘We have got to 
do it again, because you were not in 
the whole shot’. I didn't even know 
where the camera was. I made the 
decision that I didn't even know it 
was a close-up or if I was in the shot, 
I didn't care, I was just going to do 
the job. (Cathy) 

I'm a very good improviser and I've 
gotten a lot better in the past couple 
of years, in dealing with that. I think 
if you're really in the moment of the 
play, you have to deal with what 
happens. (Daniel) 

Pre-performance Routine 
The actors also discussed their routines and 
approaches prior to performing. They essen-
tially discussed two sub-strategies, first their 
focus shifted towards becoming their char-
acter and secondly their routine generally 
readied them physically and mentally to per-
form. As well, the issue of ‘keeping charac-
ter’ was discussed regarding some actors’ 
film experiences. 

Pre-performance Routine - Focus on Be-
coming the Character 
The actors did not feel they could fully be-
come their character until they had done the 
character preparation needed, but once that 
was in place, they used three main tech-
niques to focus themselves on becoming the 
character prior to performing, including: (a) 
focusing on their costume and make-up; (b) 
running lines; and (c) focusing on their 
character’s nuances. 
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Focus on character’s costume and  
make-up. 
In discussing when the actors “become the 
character” during the time before a perform-
ance, after character preparation, actors dis-
cussed their costume and make-up as being 
the most important:  

The makeup artist thought that she 
was a little bit daffy so he did some 
eyeliner that made my eyes look just 
a little bit off. It helped, it wasn't 
really caricatury, or crazy like a lu-
natic, but it was something to make 
me look/be/feel less smart. 
Look/be/feel that is an interesting 
transition. But again, the outside in. 
There's something about looking at 
myself with the eye-
brows…everything that just made 
her in that period of the forties and 
not too together. And the hair, sort of 
flat and up on the side, very forties. 
The whole putting on of the stuff is 
what puts you there. (Sheila) 

When you come into the dressing 
room you are you and then you start 
to become whoever it is. Obviously, 
you are always you… but I sit down 
at the mirror and I put myself in the 
mindset of the character. I am 
gradually becoming that character 
for the hours ahead. I am always me, 
knowing that I am doing that. But I 
really try to immerse myself in who I 
am going to be in the next however 
many hours…what epitomized that 
character to me was that I wore 
bright red nail polish and lipstick 
that looked very kind of period. Do-
ing my nails and putting on that lip-
stick was where I really became her. 
It gave me that character. (Tara) 

On the other hand, Gary noted how he did 
not really have to become his character be-
cause it was always there with him: 

There was no building myself into it 
every night and I know there are 
some actors who do that. But I did 
not have to do that. I knew him well 
enough. He was just there. That was 
one of the things that were so enjoy-
able about it. I didn't have to work 
myself up into some sort of frenzy. 
He came naturally. (Gary)  

Running lines. 
The actors also discussed running lines prior 
to performing. The following quotes high-
light the use of this technique by the actors 
to focus on becoming their character: 

I always read through the whole 
script in that hour before the show. I 
read through my lines from top to 
bottom and mentally went through 
everything. Usually at the end I 
would go back and do the first scene 
again. My mind is empty, it is zero. 
That is all I really want in it - the 
journey of the play. Then I go back 
to the beginning again, because the 
beginning is really all I should have 
in my active memory, because I don't 
know what is going to happen in the 
play theoretically. (Daniel) 

Waiting to go on the set…it is the 
lines, completely. I will run my lines. 
I will sit down and just write out my 
lines the way I have memorized 
them. I will write them out and say 
them out loud so that again I am us-
ing so many different senses. I am 
writing it down, so physically I am 
involved in touching the words, I am 
hearing it, I'm saying it, and I'm 
seeing it – so then hopefully it be-
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comes very natural. So that is my 
biggest focus. (David) 

Focus on character’s physical nuances. 
Although actors spoke about a general focus 
on their character, Henry spoke directly 
about focusing on specific character nu-
ances. For one play, he would begin speak-
ing in his English accent when he was in his 
dressing room. 

So even if I am backstage, it sounds 
pretentious, I speak to them in my 
accent because I don't want it to be 
forced. If I can get my muscle mem-
ory working the minute that I walk in 
there – the sooner I can start the 
better because I don't feel it is 
forced. I feel I can walk on stage and 
I am relaxed. (Henry) 

Henry also discussed how he would 
attempt to enter the world of the 
character he was playing by sitting 
and posturing himself as his char-
acter would. 

Pre-performance Routine – Readiness to 
Perform 
The actors’ pre-performance routine readied 
them physically and mentally to perform. 
Strategies and techniques included: (a) a 
physical and vocal warm-up; (b) relaxing 
and being along; (c) general focus on up-
coming performance; (d) following the same 
routine; (e) time of arrival; and (f) prepara-
tion during the day.  

Engaging in a physical and/or vocal 
 warm-up. 
Most actors would use their warm-up prior 
to performance to relax and to ‘clear their 
mind’. Michael discussed how important it 
was for him to forget about his life, friends, 
and family. He said, “You have to shut that 
out, because the audience does not want to 

know about that.” He would attempt to clear 
the ‘life stuff’ from his mind during his 
physical warm-up as did others.  

At the same time it relaxes you. It is 
about the nervous energy too and 
getting calm. So I do that for about a 
half-hour before anything else. It is 
basically time to shut out the world. I 
start lying on the floor and concen-
trate on breathing for a while, that 
shuts out…if I've had a fight with my 
girlfriend or something has hap-
pened in my day. (Michael)  

In a way what you want to do is say, 
‘I am starting a new thing now.’ And 
I personally find, for me, that physi-
cal warm-up helps to do that. It just 
changes the dynamic of what you are 
doing. (Cathy) 

Focusing on upcoming performance. 
Similar to the purpose of Michael and 
Cathy’s warm-up, to shut out the outside 
world, other actors spoke of how they men-
tally focused on their performance. Daniel 
used a mantra before every performance. 

I would lie on the floor and say, ‘Let 
it go now, let it go now, let every-
thing go now, let everything go. 
There is no place else, you can be, 
there's nothing else you can be do-
ing, just think about the show, and 
have a good time.’ It is very simple, 
but it is very freeing. 

Stan’s technique was one of emptying  
his mind. 

If you would like me to say how I get 
there all I can say is, that it is a 
process of me eliminating, getting rid 
of, and stripping down – so there is 
nothing on my mind. Now how do I 
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do it? I have no ritual for doing that, 
simply over the years that is what I 
have done for myself. 

Henry described his focus as being open for 
his performance and related it to a football 
player’s stance: 

When you see an athlete, there is a 
way to stand in terms of a football 
player when they are on the line. 
They are standing in a certain way 
so that they can go in any direction 
at any time. I think as an actor we 
have to do that mentally. I have to 
prepare myself that way backstage, 
so I can go in any direction. 

Gary said that once he knew his 
character very well, he did not feel a 
need to get ready, because his char-
acter was always there.  

In terms of preparation, I really did-
n't think about that character. I 
mean, I really just thought about 
technical things, there really is a 
sense (and this I've always marveled 
at) when you know a character well, 
that it is just a matter of threshold. 
The threshold, when you walk 
through the door on to the stage, you 
are instantly in character. 

Relaxing and being alone. 
Apart from warming up as a form of relaxa-
tion, some actors also found it relaxing to 
find isolation before a show. Michael found 
it relaxing to go off on his own to prepare 
prior to going on stage. Lyle relaxed alone 
in the few minutes before going on stage. To 
become self aware, he said: “I would ask 
myself, ‘What am I like today? What was 
my day like today?’ I ask myself, because 
that is important. You have to always be 
aware of yourself”. The actors also liked to 

do small things to be alone by themselves 
and to stay busy. Daniel worked on cross-
words, Lyle played on his PocketPC, and 
Gary played Solitaire. Gary said “I would 
have a cup of tea and just be very restful. 
Sometimes I would play solitaire. I would 
have a deck of cards, and I would just do 
something to clear my mind.” 

Focus In Between Performances – Keeping 
Character 
The idea of “keeping a character” surfaced 
in some interviews where actors discussed 
film experiences. The need for film actors to 
‘keep their character’ arises due to their 
work schedule. As discussed before, they 
may have 10-16 hour days where they could 
be required to act for a few minutes or sev-
eral hours with long breaks in between. The 
schedule is not always set or predictable. 
Most often they never know exactly when 
they may be called to set. Cathy discussed 
this topic thoroughly. For her it was impor-
tant to be as involved in the filming process 
as she could. If her scene partner was doing 
a scene where only he/she was on camera 
and Cathy was off camera, she would be 
given the option of reading the lines or tak-
ing a break. Cathy would always read her 
lines to her scene partner. She did this for 
two reasons. First it kept her focused on her 
character and secondly it made the scene 
more realistic for her scene partner.  

I didn't feel the need to stay com-
pletely in character the whole time, 
but I didn't feel like I could ever let 
go of her throughout the day because 
that was what it took to be that con-
centrated…it is like staying in your 
place. (Cathy) 

David and Christine also discussed the im-
portance of reading with their scene partner 
when they were off-camera. 
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Another challenge for film actors in terms of 
keeping their character was when they were 
on camera. Their scene may be shot once 
but then time is taken to adjust the lights and 
cameras to re-shoot the scene – resulting in 
delays. Cathy noted during these instances, 
it was important for her to ‘keep’ her char-
acter nearby.  

It is like this stillness. It is like you 
try to keep it. Partly what I had to do 
was stay very quiet and acknowledge 
what was happening. ‘Oh, I am 
feeling upset, from this scene before, 
which I'm now going to do again, 
everybody is ignoring me, that kind 
of makes me feel upset. Which is 
good, I'm glad that is helping, that 
will help me to do this again.’ And 
then you are also being self-reflex-
ive. ‘Oh, I liked that last take. It was 
more hysterical, and I think that is 
right. Okay, take a note of that.’ You 
are just waiting for somebody to say 
action, and then you do it again. 

Cathy used self-talk and acknowledgement 
of the situation she was in, during these 
minutes of waiting to shoot the scene again. 

Imagery 
Imagery is defined by Vealey and Greenleaf 
(2001) as “using all the senses to re-create or 
create an experience in the mind” (p.248). 
Actors used the terms imagery and imagina-
tion interchangeably. Imagery was em-
ployed by the actors at different times and in 
different contexts related to their perform-
ance: (a) for character preparation, (b) in the 
few seconds/minutes before entering a 
scene, (c) for technical preparation, and (d) 
other uses. 

Used In Preparation 
Some actors created a character history or 
background that prepared them for their 

role. Most of these actors used imagery to 
create this background story about their 
character. For example, they would create 
and imagine their first meeting with their 
lover, a first kiss, or an important conversa-
tion with another character to build this 
‘history’ of their character. This creation 
would either be done through imagery or 
would be physically acted out, or both. Once 
this initial creation was made, they would 
constantly use imagery to recall this crea-
tion. Henry and Tara each used imagery to 
further their character’s history and enhance 
and fine tune their preparation. Henry used 
imagery extensively to create a character 
history in one production. He described his 
use of imagery as “memories” that he had 
created with another female character. 

As an actor, you have to be able to 
not only look at stuff on the surface, 
but look at the things that are under-
neath. So I was trying to tap into 
things that were underneath. That is 
how I use the memories, just to tap 
into that. 

In this particular play, Henry played a man 
who was returning to see a woman he once 
proposed to. Henry and his female co-actor 
decided to recreate this marriage proposal 
during rehearsal because it was not in the 
script. Henry then used imagery to recreate 
this marriage proposal in his mind every 
night he was on stage with her. This imagery 
gave Henry a character background that he 
used in developing his character and when 
he was performing on stage. Tara also used 
imagery to deepen her character preparation.  

For my own personal preparation, I 
guess I build stories, a history, an 
autobiography about my character 
because if somebody asked me 
something about the life that she led 
before this time on stage, I think I 
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would be able to have a pretty good 
answer because I think I should 
know. I am that person, so I should 
be able to tell you that stuff. I don't 
write it all down, I just imagine in 
my head how she grew up, and how 
many brothers and sisters she had 
and all of that kind of autobio-
graphical information.  

Imagery also helped actors in developing a 
mental picture of how their character 
moved, and spoke. Gary found that he used 
imagery to find not only the movement of 
his character but also the voice of his char-
acter, thus he used both audio and visual im-
agery.  

And some of the sources (of this 
character imagery) I can't even tell 
you. I can't tell you why I heard 
Jerry’s voice, the way he talked, or 
the way he moved. Some of it was 
just images, sort of bear like, sort of 
hunched shoulders and predatory but 
lumbering.  

Used When Entering a Scene 
In addition to using imagery for overall 
preparation, imagery was most often used by 
actors to direct their focus when entering a 
scene. Actors would imagine where they 
were coming from and the events that led 
them to enter the scene. This imagery was 
used for two reasons. First, it put the actor in 
the context of the play and made them more 
focused on listening. Secondly, it gave them 
the urgency to communicate the circum-
stances that brought them into the scene. 
Henry gave a vivid example of this use of 
imagery. He engaged in imagery while he 
was backstage during Scene 2 of an act. He 
was on stage for Scene 1 and it ended with 
him and others going off to a battle. He then 
was offstage for Scene 2 and returned to the 
stage after the battle had finished for Scene 

3. The battle was discussed on stage during 
Scene 2, but never took place in front of the 
audience. The following quote demonstrates 
how during every show he would re-enact 
and imagine the battle that took place when 
he was backstage during Scene 2: 

So you have to sort of put yourself in 
that situation. Backstage there was 
this one part where I went through 
the same thing every night. I physi-
cally and mentally went through 
what happened in the battle. I was 
backstage sort of in my own slow 
motion, going through with thrusts 
and cuts that I would do in battle. It 
was during the show, just before the 
scene where we found out our dad 
was dead. I would do that every 
show. 

Henry used this extensive imagery to re-cre-
ate the battle that had transpired. He used 
this technique to make his entrance for 
Scene 3 as realistic and as urgent as possi-
ble. Henry also used imagery before enter-
ing the scene mentioned earlier, when he 
was seeing a woman he had proposed to 
years before. He replayed the moment in his 
head each night he entered the scene where 
he saw her again. 

So I almost play that little movie in 
my mind of what that was and re-
membering it. It is kind of neat. 
When I'm standing in the doorway 
backstage, there is sort of a mental 
preparation that I go through as the 
character. I kind of think about 
where I've been, where I am now, 
and where I'm going in terms of what 
I want. 

Daniel noted that for one play where he was 
a doctor, in the minutes before the play be-
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gan, he often imagined himself walking 
through the hallways of the hospital. 

I would stand there with my eyes 
closed and I would visualize myself 
going through the hospital. Again, a 
lot of it is almost catching what ever 
the flavor of the pace and the world 
is. Yeah, that’s what it is… it is cap-
turing that because when you come 
on, the first few seconds are incredi-
bly important, the audience sort of 
takes a picture of it. The first image 
is a big deal. (Daniel) 

He used imagery to get himself focused on 
who he was portraying and he believed it 
allowed him to effectively portray himself as 
a doctor so the audience would find him re-
alistic. Sheila discussed mentally running 
through her mind what she was doing before 
entering a scene. 

In the wings, I’m literally going, 
‘Okay, okay, I am late and I was out 
with my boyfriend and I was sup-
posed to be running errands, and I 
have been gone for 12 hours and 
people are going to be really scared 
of where I am. Okay so I'm going to 
make like nothing happened and eve-
rything is going to be okay when I 
knock on the door.’ You have to fill 
yourself up with what is going on. 
‘What am I doing? I am covering, I 
lied and I don't want them to know. I 
just got lost for a few hours.’ And 
then ‘Okay, hi everybody!’ If I don't 
do that work coming in, then I'm just 
going to come in and say ‘Hi every-
body’ and it is going to stink. So you 
have to invest in the moment before, 
with every character you play before 
you enter that scene - What was I 
doing? Who am I? What is at stake 
when I enter the room?  

Optimal energy level to Perform 
Multiple definitions of ‘optimal energy 
level’ exist including optimal arousal, opti-
mal activation, being ‘psyched up’ and mo-
tivated (Zaichowsky & Baltzwell, 2001). 
The choice to use the term ‘energy level’ 
was made to best reflect the language used 
by the actors. Some of the actors discussed 
various strategies and techniques they used 
to attain an optimal energy level to perform. 
Michael gave an interesting example of how 
he creates positive energy when performing. 
He used an expression from his father, 
called ‘Flying his butterflies in circles’.  

Basically, it is about focusing that 
nervous energy so it is not all over 
the place, it is exactly where you 
want to go. It is to take advantage of 
that energy and to use that to create 
that explosion of energy. 

Lyle’s approach was much more geared to-
wards self-talk to manage his butterflies that 
resulted from nervous energy: 

I try to reason butterflies through re-
assuring myself that I’m a good per-
son and that I’ve done what I was 
supposed to do. Of course if I’ve 
been slacking, then I get more but-
terflies that are harder to control. I 
alleviate pressure by saying, ‘You 
did what you could do. You did eve-
rything you should be doing for this.’ 
So you have given yourself the best 
chance of succeeding, and if you 
don’t, you have to recognize so many 
external factors that you have no 
control over. (Lyle)  

Tara responded commented on how closely 
related optimal energy level and preparation 
were. 
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If “optimal energy level” means 
“being in the zone where you per-
form best” then it sounds like prepa-
ration to me. Getting to that place is 
what preparation is about.  

David, Michael, and Cathy also discussed 
the use of self-talk for attaining an optimal 
energy level prior to a performance. David 
said that he often reminds himself, “Make it 
all real. Swing for the fence…this is not a 
rehearsal anymore. Give it everything 
you've got.” Others noted the following:  

It is to get at that excitement of - you 
are really going to like this. ‘I have a 
surprise for you and you are going to 
love it’. That is the way I am playing 
the character this year. It is getting 
that energy and that anticipation into 
my body and into my fingertips so 
soon as I come onto the stage, I have 
got this electricity. (Michael) 

I think that is one of the neat things 
about being an actor. If you are go-
ing to perform there is a certain 
point at which you can feel like crap 
and you can feel like you look like 
crap, but you have to say to yourself, 
‘I have to do something else and it is 
I have to give this performance to the 
people. And I have to want to do 
that.’ The interesting thing about 
that is of course by doing that you 
actually do feel better. (Cathy) 

But if I'm on in five minutes then I 
get myself up and I start pacing 
around a bit, without getting nerv-
ous… and saying, ‘These people 
came here to see this show, they paid 
to see this show.’ (Lyle) 

 
 

Discussion 
Overall, the findings of this study support 
prior sport psychology performance en-
hancement research with professional ath-
letes and Olympians (e.g., Gould, Eklund, & 
Jackson, 1992; Orlick & Partington, 1988). 
The actors’ discussion of the importance of 
character preparation also supports the 
findings of Hannah et al. (1994) and Noice 
(1992). The actors in this study used effec-
tive preparation strategies, focusing strate-
gies, routines prior to performing, imagery, 
confidence building activities, strategies to 
attain optimal energy level, and ongoing 
performance evaluation. Each member of 
this unique group of performers drew upon 
their mental strategies and focusing skills to 
perform closer to their capacity on a consis-
tent basis. 

The process through which actors employed 
effective mental strategies in their perform-
ance domain appeared to be personal. Spe-
cific focus points among the actors varied 
greatly. As one actor noted, there are several 
ways in approaching acting and each actor 
thinks their way is the best for them. In the 
end, what appears to be most important is 
that each actor finds a focus that works best 
for him or her (for preparing and perform-
ing). If they prepare well and believe in their 
focus, it will free them to perform their best.  

This study has shed light on effective mental 
strategies for becoming a character and re-
specting the character (or role) you have 
been given. The issue of becoming a char-
acter is applicable to other performance do-
mains such as singing, dancing, artistic 
sports, and perhaps even role players on 
sport or other performance teams. The actors 
interviewed in this study found that to ‘be-
come’ a character they had to explore and 
fully understand the person they were por-
traying. Do dancers fully explore the char-
acter their dance is portraying? Do singers 
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fully explore the character their song is por-
traying? Is a figure skater’s performance 
impacted by how much they identify with 
the character they are portraying on the ice? 
Can musicians, singers, speakers, athletes, 
and other performers enhance their perform-
ance by becoming the character their per-
formance requires for that performance? It is 
possible that the methods used by the actors 
in this study could benefit these performers? 

The issue of respecting or ‘falling in love’ 
with a character may also be applicable to 
the other performance domains, for exam-
ple, in the case of national teams assembling 
players from club teams, or any team as-
sembling for a specific mission. To perform 
their best as a team and accomplish the big-
ger mission, several players may have to 
take on new roles (or perhaps less prolific 
roles). The actors interviewed in this study 
felt they could never fully perform to capac-
ity until they embraced their character, 
identified with that character and found va-

lidity in who that character was. Can per-
formers in other contexts learn to find valid-
ity in their new ‘roles’ in the same way that 
actors find validity in their roles?  

This study provided a preliminary look at 
how professional actors implement mental 
strategies to enhance their performance. 
Their insights may be of value to other pro-
fessional and amateur actors who are com-
mitted to improve the quality and consis-
tency of their performance and enhance their 
enjoyment in acting. Some the findings may 
also be relevant to other high performance 
domains. Clearly, when high performance 
people in any field, in this case professional 
actors, share their experiences and focusing 
strategies related to attaining personal ex-
cellence, everyone interested in excelling 
has something to gain.  
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"PERSPECTIVE" - Can Make a Difference! 
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Abstract  
As we go through sport and life, a good "perspective" can make a big difference! Botterill and 
Patrick highlight and discuss KEY QUESTIONS about our perspective and focus that have 
practical implications for health,happiness and performance. The questions discussed allow us to 
sharpen and improve our perspective, so we have "a clearer mind and an unburdened heart". 
They are practical, "down-to-earth" questions that help us focusmore effectively--in sport and in 
life. More details and discussion of these ideas is available in the authors recent book 
"Perspective: The Key to Life" (available from www.mcnallyrobinson.com ). The authors look 
forward to your feedback on these questions and their value. ENJOY sharpening your 
"perspective". 

 

 



Journal of Excellence – Issue No. 10  Botterill & Patrick      127 

 2006 Zone of Excellence   -   http://www.zoneofexcellence.com 

 

Who has "perspective"? 
Most of the people we admire have "per-
spective". They are grateful, they have poise, 
they can see the big picture, they can focus, 
they can relate, they have natural energy, 
and they have character! They are able to 
live their life in a "want to" vs "have to" 
way, and optimize their health, happiness 
and performance. They are usually humble 
and love what they are doing. For them life 
is much more "privilege" than "responsibil-
ity". Start observing people who have "per-
spective"--there is lots for us to learn! 

What are the "core components" of 
perspective? 
Dr. Matt Brown did in-depth interviews with 
Canada's top "character" athletes. A profile 
of "foundational" elements of "perspective" 
emerged. The exciting thing is that these 
"core components" can be worked on in 
very practical ways. Ironically, many of us 
neglect these "core components", and won-
der why we don’t have perspective or why 
our perspective deteriorates! 

Identity--People with perspective "know who 
they are"! They know there are several di-
mensions and attributes to "who they are", 
and they have a high level of "self-accep-
tance". In today's busy world it is easy to get 
pulled a thousand ways, and lose sight of 
"what really matters" about us. Self-assess-
ment exercises are a great start. 

Support--We can all benefit from knowing 
"where our real friends are". In today's busy 
world, it is easy to end up with lots of 
colleagues, but no real friends. Real friends 
are always "unconditionally" there for you! 
Nurturing a few "real" sources of support 
can be a big help in maintaining a healthy 
perspective. It can help you stay rational in 
an irrational world. 

Values--People with perspective seem to 
know "how they want to live and compete". 
They know "what they value". They have 
decided what is most important to them. 
Often family, friends and community have 
been made a priority. Because they have 
strong core values and priorities, it's often 
much easier to embrace higher level values 
like "positive rivalries", which are an im-
portant aspect of a great perspective. 

Why are these "core components" so 
important? 
Abraham Maslow had a tremendous insight 
about human beings and human nature. He 
observed that if your "basic needs" aren't 
met, it is highly unlikely you will be able to 
"actualize" and realize your potential. If you 
improve your perspective, then you don't 
have to be a prisoner to your basic needs. If 
you look at yourself and the world in a 
healthy way, basic needs are either met, or 
dealt with by your perspective. Acceptance, 
success, control and enjoyment are a 
consequence of a good "perspective". The 
"inner peace" that results produces "natural 
energy" and higher level functioning. Psy-
chological Skills and emotions become 
much easier to master and manage. Perspec-
tive is about "foundational psychology"! It's 
hard to be great without a good foundation.  

Are you enjoying the "process" of your 
sport or performance domain, or are you 
worrying about the "outcomes"? 
Young and elite athletes who enjoy the 
"process" of sport have a big advantage over 
those worrying about the "outcomes". To 
begin with, it's impossible to fully focus on 
the process of performing well, if one is 
worrying about outcomes. So motivation 
from within (intrinsic motivation) is much 
more suited to excellence and enjoyment, 
than motivation for outcomes. Enjoying 
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sport for its own sake is much more likely to 
produce excellence and enjoyment than ex-
trinsic motivation. Advantages of intrinsic 
motivation include: 

1. Better focus on task 

2. Less tension/pressure 

3. Better images/thoughts 

4. Less fluctuation in motivation 

So remember why you started sport (or an-
other performance domain). In all likeli-
hood, it was because it was fun and you 
enjoyed the process. If you maintain this 
focus, you are much more likely to continue 
until you get good. They say it takes up to 
10,000 hours of practice to become a real 
expert. More importantly you will perform 
better and have more fun. 

The best athletes focus on the process and 
let the results take care of themselves. Prior 
to the gold medal game at the 2002 Olym-
pics and 2004 World Cup of Hockey, 
Wayne Gretzky reminded Canada's players 
"to enjoy the process". Many of the top 
World Cup skiers are so focused on the 
process, that they don't even check results 
until they have rehearsed an even better run 
in those circumstances in their mind. Now 
that's focusing on excellence & the process. 
So for enjoyment and performance, adjust 
your motivation intrinsically and to the 
process of doing and enjoying. 

Are you striving "to succeed" or "to avoid 
failure"? 
Most of us perform far better when our ori-
entation is "want to" vs. "have to". If we 
have a "game plan" that we are busy doing, 
we are less prone to "fear of failure". And 
trying to "avoid failure" is loaded with the 
following difficulties:  

1. Negative images 

2. Tension/fear 

3. Less effective focus 

4. Possible "negative fulfilling 
prophecy" 

Try golfing to avoid failure! "Whatever you 
do, don't hit the ball in the water"! We all 
know what is likely to happen with that 
outlook. "Approaching success" is much 
more effective than trying to "avoid failure". 
So-o-o, deal with your fears EARLY (by 
preparing your responses and game plan. 
Then you can ENJOY the challenges of 
competition. A chinese proverb suggests 
that: 

"CHALLENGE=OPPORTUNITY"! 
 What a great way to look at things to solve this 
"avoid failure" tendency. Also if we remember 
the lesson from the 1st question (Who has Per-
spective?), it will keep us busy with the "proc-
ess", rather than becoming fearful of outcomes. 

Does being the "underdog", a "con-
tender", or "the favourite" make a 
difference? 
In theory, if we stay focused on the "proc-
ess", it shouldn't make a big difference 
whether we are considered underdog, con-
tender or favourite. However, because we 
are human, it is easy for these perceptions to 
start influencing our perspective. The un-
derdog has nothing to lose--so they are less 
prone to fear-of-failure. Their main task is 
just to "believe" they are capable. 

When one becomes a "contender", it is easy 
to begin to feel the beginnings of "pressure" 
(from self and those around you). Ironically, 
feelings of pressure can often increase when 
you experience temporary success in com-
petition. Our fear of not being able to con-
tinue at that level can often trigger an avoid 
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failure response (tension, too conservative, 
poor focus-due to outcome concerns). Being 
emotionally ready for temporary swings in 
scores can help prevent this problem. 

Being the "favourite" is the toughest! Ex-
pectations to succeed can often trigger irra-
tional feelings of pressure. Smart performers 
realize that there are always "process" things 
to be working on. Speedskaters like Catriona 
Lemay-Doan, & Jeremy Wotherspoon were 
always focused on improving their race plan 
and execution--despite usually being consid-
ered the "favourite". This helped them 
maintain an effective focus and keep getting 
better. 

One of the best responses to "pressure" we 
ever heard came from former NBA star 
Magic Johnson. His comment was "What 
pressure, I'm glad they are interested"! He's 
right--pressure is a perception--AND if you 
have a great "perspective", it doesn't have to 
be an issue. Enjoy sport, enjoy opportunities 
and challenges, and it won't matter whether 
you are underdog, contender, or favourite. 

Do you "rehearse" strategies, execution 
and feelings for every competition? 
Every good performer spends some time 
mentally (and emotionally) rehearsing their 
game plan. Mental rehearsal prepares our 
body for action and produces a feeling of 
readiness and confidence. It's not possible to 
rehearse everything that will happen in 
competition, but it's extremely valuable to 
rehearse the main elements of one's game 
plan. 

It's a good idea to do your rehearsal EARLY 
on competition day, so you can ENJOY the 
countdown. Rehearsing early, while your 
mind is clear, often has the most powerful 
effect. Occasional spontaneous rehearsal 
often happens, but 10-20 minutes of 
QUALITY preparation can often help you 

feel ready and help you ENJOY the count-
down to competition. 

The main part of this kind of preparation is 
usually going over one's strategies and exe-
cution in different situations. Focus on 
YOUR performance, rather than spending 
too much time on your opponents. Also re-
hearse responses to some of the "feelings" 
you may have in competition. 

Fear, anger, guilt, embarrassment, surprise, 
happiness and sadness are common emo-
tional feelings in sport. Rehearsing a re-
sponse to things that will trigger them is a 
form of "emotional innoculation".... When 
these feelings actually happen, you are much 
more ready for them and your response is 
better.    

SO REHEARSE--so you are ready for the 
show.... and ENJOY it more! 

Are you "worried about how you look", or 
"enjoying what you are doing"? 
As human beings we are "socially-con-
scious". We often wonder (or worry) about 
how we look. If we are performing in front 
of friends, family, audiences, scouts, media, 
etc., this is often an unfortunate TRAP. 
Ironically, those that are NOT self-conscious 
and are just fully enjoying their activity, 
ALWAYS LOOK & PERFORM THE 
BEST. Total focus and engagement does 
that--it makes you look great. 

So whether it is tryout camp, performing in 
front of parents, or performing in front of 
big audiences--BE YOURSELF--ENJOY 
WHAT YOU ARE DOING. Prepare to be 
this way, if you need to.... People who worry 
about how they look, seldom look good.... 

The key to solving this "self-conscious" ten-
dency related to how you look, is "self-ac-
ceptance". If we know who we are, where 
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our support is and how we want to live, we 
stop worrying so much about what others 
think. It frees us up to "be ourselves" and 
"be what we can be". Dr. Matt Brown found 
these elements in interviews with Canada's 
top character athletes. He believes these 
things contribute to a better "perspective" in 
sport and life. Working on "self-acceptance" 
and "perspective" in the emotional world of 
sport can help us realize more of our poten-
tial in life. 

Do "irrational beliefs" creep in on you? 
Journalist, Scott Taylor, once suggested 
"The great thing about sport is that it en-
ables us to care passionately about some-
thing that really doesn't matter". It's true, 
sport enjoys an almost ridiculous status in 
life!  In light of the importance of commu-
nity and global challenges, sport probably 
doesn't really deserve such status. However, 
because we do get so passionate about sport, 
it is a great place to learn about emotions 
and "staying rational". 

Watch out for the following "irrational be-
liefs" that can interfere with one's enjoyment 
and performance in sport. Sometimes they 
can also interfere with our recovery and 
health. They happen because of the irra-
tional status and significance often given 
sport. 

My self-worth is on the line (in sport)--Our 
self-worth in life should be about many 
more things than a moment in sport. Make 
sure there is more to you than "jock". Fam-
ily member, community member, student, 
friend, teammate, citizen of the world are all 
part of a healthy rational identity. Put sport 
back "in perspective"! 

I must be perfect--By definition impossible, 
but in sport we often start thinking and 
feeling this way. The pursuit of excellence is 
highly commendable, but expectations of 

perfection are irrational and often very 
dysfunctional. Free yourself up to take 
chances and excel--leave perfection for the 
obsessive. It's who responds best to their 
mistakes that usually wins. 

I must perform for others--Guilt can be a 
deadly emotion! Wanting to perform for 
others can be a powerful motivator. Percep-
tions of "have to" as discussed earlier can 
destroy our focus and confidence. Perform 
with "a clear mind and an unburdened 
heart". Don't let guilt (unintentional or not) 
develop from privileges you have been pro-
vided. Discuss this with parents, teammates 
and sponsors so you can do things for the 
right reasons. 

The world must be fair--Unfortunately, it 
often isn't.... AND sport is a good place to 
begin learning how to cope with the reality 
that the world isn't always fair! Certainly we 
should always fight for justice, but an irra-
tional belief that the world must always be 
fair can cause one a lot of agony and heart-
break, and hurt one's coping capability. Be-
come a leader who can focus and perform 
through injustice. 

The "raison d'etre" of sport, is to teach us 
how to "stay rational" in an irrational world. 
ENJOY the challenge. 

Do you enjoy "positive rivalries" with 
opponents & teammates? 
"Positive rivalries" have many advantages 
over "negative rivalries" in sport and life. 
Have you learned to embrace positive rival-
ries and enjoy the many payoffs?? With 
positive rivalries, everything is positive. You 
respect and appreciate those you are com-
peting with. Your mindset is "I hope you are 
good, because that makes me better, and 
that's good for both of us". This attitude 
clearly brings out the best in everyone. 
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Golfer Tiger Woods enjoys positive rivalries 
with his fellow golfers. He admires it and 
enjoys the challenge when his competitors 
perform well. This attitude has helped him 
perform superbly when being tested by a 
strong opponent. Speedskaters Susan Auch 
and Catriona Lemay-Doan developed a 
positive rivalry on their own team that en-
abled them to finish 1st & 2nd in the 500 
metre Olympic Speedskating Race in Na-
gano, Japan. 

Wayne Gretzky has become Canada's leader 
in hockey because he loves playing the best. 
As a player, captain, and now coach, man-
ager and leader, Wayne loves positive rival-
ries. His play in Canada Cups, Stanley Cup 
finals and the Olympics is legendary. He 
knew playing the best brought out the best 
in him. The respect he has for the game and 
the people who play it is amazing. 

Keep your rivalries positive.... When they 
slip and become negative, a lot of things 
deteriorate: 

fear of failure creeps in 

tension/pressure builds 

negative images occur (that inter-
fere) 

focus/concentration deteriorates  

"perspective" disappears    

The person who is into negative rivalries is 
at a significant disadvantage in terms of fo-
cus, enjoyment and consistent performance. 
Appreciate and respect your competition--it 
will bring out the best in you and make for 
great team dynamics....  

Where would we be without our competi-
tors?  Competing with ourselves? Think 

about "pick-up" games of "play", where the 
competition is intense, but the welfare of the 
participants is always the priority. If rival-
ries turn negative, no one will play.... Ah, a 
lesson for life. 

Do you "draw lessons" after every 
competition? 
If you were an astronaut, you would "de-
brief" after every flight or exercise. When 
lives are at stake, it is critical to "draw les-
sons" from every experience. The debrief 
exercise is not just to identify mistakes, but 
to see and recognize solutions. We should 
do the same in sport and other performance 
domains. There is no point in feeling bad 
indefinitely about our mistakes. The key is 
to "see the solution" like great performers 
do, then look forward to the next opportu-
nity. 

Hopefully your coach helps you with accu-
rate "attributions" after a competition. Ef-
fort, ability, task difficulty and luck can all 
play roles in most sport outcomes. If your 
coach doesn't clarify "attributions", seek out 
a trusted teammate and decide what you 
have learned and what you need to do next 
time. Once you have "seen the solutions", 
it's time to "let go" and get some recovery. It 
sure beats leaving with uncertainty, frustra-
tion and emotional "baggage" that can inter-
fere with recovery and growth. 

How important is "recovery"? 
Most people realize how important it is to 
"train" if you are an athlete. You need to 
develop your "capacities" to perform well. 
Equally important, however, is your "state" 
of being. If you are not well nourished, 
rested and hydrated, most of your capacities 
will be "masked" or lost. So training can be 
a waste of time if you don't take pride in 
"recovery". Releasing worry, stretching 
properly, massage, hydration, good nutri-
tion, rest and enjoyable activities are all part 
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of "recovery". Take pride in both passive 
and active recovery activities. It's the only 
way to make sure your training pays off the 
way it should. 

Remember that "recovery" is mental and 
emotional as well as physical. Mental 
overload will affect your mental capacities 
and emotional fatigue can affect ALL ca-
pacities. So managing school and relation-
ship demands can really affect your "state", 
and therefore your "capacities". The key to 
"emotional management" is learning to "ac-
cept" your feelings and then "interpret and 
process" them. Trusted friends can be a big 
help with this--so you respond and don't 
over-react to things Repression or denial of 
feelings on the other hand can interfere with 
recovery and emotional health. 

RECOVERY is an important concept--in 
sport and life.... Get good at it early! 

Do you focus on the 4 areas of "develop-
ment" between competitions?  

There are 4 important "areas of develop-
ment" for every athlete. The first is.Skill de-
velopment which is obviously important and 
requires lots of quality practice. Although a 
certain amount of "quantity" of training is 
necessary for skill development, "quality" is 
probably the most important consideration! 
As well, for creative skill development, 
some time for exploration, trying things, 
taking risks etc. can be important. Many of 
the very best, including Gretzky, suggest we 
shouldn't underestimate the potential of 
"pick-up" games for skill development.  

Strategy development is the 2nd major area 
of development and preparation. Every per-
former should have a "game plan" that in-
volves the key strategies, cues, and re-
sponses. Game plans should be simple 
enough to avoid overload and comprehen-

sive enough to hold your focus. Simple 
strategies well-executed usually beat com-
plex strategies that confuse or overload. Err 
on the side of simplicity. 

Fitness development is the 3rd component of 
development and preparation. It involves 
developing cardio-vascular fitness, flexibil-
ity, muscular strength and endurance. 
Physical training loads should be progres-
sive as you mature, but "recovery" should 
also be kept a priority. Team training can 
help make physical training enjoyable. 

Psychological preparation and development 
is the 4th component to consider. Although 
this area is often the last area to be consid-
ered, top athletes like Olympic Diving Gold 
Medallist, Sylvia Bernier, believe good psy-
chology can help you develop in all the 
other areas. Imagery can help you learn and 
train better. Relaxation can help recovery. 
Game plans can help you focus and execute 
strategies. 

As well psychology can help you to get to 
know yourself better and develop a strong 
"perspective". It can help you with team and 
interpersonal skills, pre-competition plans, 
focus plans, refocusing strategies, emotional 
management, and debriefing. Take pride in 
ALL 4 areas of development if you are an 
athlete or peformer. It is all part of helping 
you realize your potential. 

Do you get the "support" you deserve? 
To realize our potential we all need "sup-
port". We all need "challenge" from time to 
time as well, BUT support is a primary 
need! Ideally some of that support is "un-
conditional"--which means we feel loved for 
"who we are", not "what we accomplish". 
People who have that kind of support usu-
ally feel more secure, have a better perspec-
tive and as psychologist Abraham Maslow 
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suggests, have a better chance to "actualize" 
their potential. 

Hopefully you feel "unconditional support" 
from some of the key people in your life. If 
you don't, explore some of the key relation-
ships in your life. Sometimes support has 
accidentally and unintentionally come to 
feel "conditional". It's hard to perform well 
in sport and life if you feel support is always 
"conditional" on how you perform. 

Good, caring 2-way communication can 
help with rediscovering unconditional sup-
port or love. If unconditional support is not 
there in traditional places (eg. parents), in-
vest in the good people you admire and trust 
the most--It might be a friend, a grand-
parent, a teacher, a coach, a relative. We all 
benefit from a few people who support us 
for who we are rather than what we achieve, 
people who can remind us "who we are" in 
simple non-judgemental ways. 

"Belief" starts with being accepted by others. 
Find those who accept you for who you are, 
& take pride in those relationships. We all 
deserve support--BUT sometimes we have 
to find it. Life is a "team" game.... 

Do you think sport is good "preparation for 
life"? 
Like life, we don't always get everything we 
deserve in sport. Sport is a great place to 
work on our persistence and coping skills 
when things don't go the way we want. We 
start to learn "what is within our control" 
and "what is beyond our control". We can 
also learn how to support one another under  

pressure, so refocusing is not so difficult. 
We can learn a good work ethic and improve 
our persistence and resilience. We can learn 
how to manage our emotions and become an 
exciting mix of "caring" and "character". 
We can learn more about "who we are" and 
"the importance of values". We can learn 
about teamwork, collective belief, and hu-
man potential. 

Impressive possibilities--BUT no guaran-
tees! Sport has tremendous potential--BUT 
potential to go many ways. For some it has 
led to drug abuse, eating disorders, violence, 
cheating, gambling, discrimination and lost 
souls. Approach this powerful vehicle with 
perspective, not dependency. Participate "on 
your terms"--so you get where YOU want to 
go ....AND realize your POSITIVE 
POTENTIAL!
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Abstract 
This study used a qualitative method to examine eight men’s motivations for weight lifting and 
steroid use. Results indicated that these men desired self-improvement, but their goal of 
obtaining the ideal masculine body became all-consuming and impeded their social and 
occupational functioning. Complex cognitive, interpersonal, mental health and personality issues 
became evident. In-depth assessment, accurate case conceptualization, and creative and 
individualized counseling or treatment are recommended for helping these individuals reach their 
goal of self-improvement in a healthier manner. 

 

 

Goals of obtaining a muscular, lean and 
‘ripped’ masculine body may appear realis-
tic according to cultural standards 
(Cusamano & Thompson, 1997; Davis et al., 
1997; Epling & Pierce, 1996; Klein, 1993; 
Marzano-Parisoli, 2001; Weigers, 1998). In-
dividuals who engage in weight lifting and 
steroid use may present as confident, self-
assured individuals who appear to be ex-
tremely healthy according to North Ameri-
can images of masculinity (e.g., having an 
attractive, large, muscular body). However, 
beneath this veneer of physical perfection 

may lie a multitude of maladaptive beliefs 
and obsessive-compulsive behaviors that 
consume excessive amounts of time, money, 
and energy (Pope, Phillips, & Olivardia, 
2000). Over time, they may become so fo-
cused on their weight lifting, dieting, and 
steroid use behaviors that they begin to ne-
glect other areas of their lives (e.g., avoiding 
social or work activities because of their 
perceived need to “work out”). Research is 
beginning to show that men may experience 
similar issues and demonstrate behaviors 
similar to eating disorders, specifically 
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through attempts to achieve greater muscle 
mass and lower body fat through weight 
lifting, dieting, and the use of ‘natural’ sup-
plements and/or anabolic steroids 
(Anderson, 1999; Klein, 1993; Marzano-
Parisoli, 2001; Monaghan, 2001; Phillips & 
Kastle, 2001; Pope et al., 2000).  

An understanding of the diagnostic criteria 
for eating disorders and muscle dysmorphia 
is important to understand how individuals 
who lift weights and use steroids are cur-
rently perceived. Individuals who participate 
in weight lifting as an athletic event (e.g., 
bodybuilders) may be more susceptible to 
eating disorders than casual exercisers 
(Brooks, Taylor, Hardy, & Lass, 2000; 
Burkes-Miller, 1998; Taub & Blinde, 1992). 
There may be similarities between individu-
als who lift heavy weights and individuals 
with eating disorders, although weight lift-
ing in most men does not become pathologi-
cal. For some men, however, bodybuilding 
may be considered “reverse anorexia” 
(Andersen, 1999, p. 73). Bodybuilders strive 
to increase their size while individuals with 
anorexia strive to decrease their size. Body-
builders and power lifters may exhibit other 
behaviors that meet the criteria for anorexia, 
including rigid food restriction; strict exer-
cise regimes; binge-eating; self-induced 
vomiting; and/or abuse of laxatives, diuret-
ics, herbal supplements, or other harmful 
substances (Anderson, 1999; Pope et al., 
2000). Bodybuilders and power lifters may 
adhere to such rigid dietary and exercise 
routines that their normal daily functioning 
is impaired (Pope, Katz & Hudson, 1993).  

Pope et al. (2000) propose muscle dysmor-
phia to be a sub-category of body dysmor-
phic disorder, although it is not listed in the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders, Fourth Edition, Text Revision 
(American Psychological Association 
[APA], 2000). Muscle dysmorphia includes 

specific behaviors such as long hours of 
lifting weights and/or doing aerobic exer-
cise, excessive attention to diet, and use of 
substances (e.g., steroids) and/or excessive 
exercise despite knowledge of negative 
physical or psychological consequences 
such as osteoporosis, stress fractures, and 
muscle damage (Kilpatrick & Caldwell, 
2001; Phillips & Kastle, 2001). Muscle 
dysmorphia includes a preoccupation with 
the idea that one’s body is not sufficiently 
lean and muscular, clinically significant dis-
tress or impairment in social and/or occupa-
tional functioning due to preoccupation with 
muscle size (e.g., canceling family engage-
ments in order to work out), and a primary 
focus on being too small or inadequately 
muscular (Pope et al., 2000). However, men 
who appear to have muscle dysmorphia may 
be excessively muscular in reality (Phillips 
& Kastle, 2001).  

Past research has addressed cultural 
(Marzano-Parisoli, 2001; Wendell, 1996) 
and media (Cusamano & Thompson, 1997; 
Davis et al., 1997; Epling & Pierce, 1996; 
Klein, 1993; Marzano-Parisoli, 2001; 
Weigers, 1998) influences for men’s in-
creased engagement in weight lifting and 
steroid use, and identified muscle dysmor-
phia as a mental health issue (Kilpatrick & 
Caldwell, 2001; Phillips & Kastle, 2001; 
Pope et al., 2000). However, studies often 
do not inquire into individual perceptions of 
one’s motivation to engage in weight lifting 
and steroid use. Therefore, the purpose of 
this study was to examine men’s perceptions 
of their motivation(s) to obtain an ideal 
masculine body through weight lifting and 
steroid use. As well, studies have not yet 
addressed appropriate counseling or treat-
ment for the bodybuilding treatment-seeking 
population. Therefore this article will also 
provide a discussion of accurate assessment, 
case conceptualization, and individualized 
treatment for men with this problem. We 
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hope these suggestions may provide a 
springboard for future treatment effective-
ness studies.  

Method 
This study was based on a qualitative re-
search design which utilized a hermeneutic-
phenomenological methodology. Phenome-
nology is the study of lived experience 
(Jardine, 1990; Van Manen, 1990). The 
process of phenomenology requires us to 
obtain descriptive accounts of actual lived 
experiences in order for us to more fully and 
deeply comprehend human behavior and ex-
perience by (Von Eckartsberg, 1998; 
Jardine; Van Manen). Hermeneutic analysis 
involves describing, interpreting and under-
standing the individuals’ lived experiences 
(Nixon, 1992).  

A variety of strategies were employed to in-
crease the trustworthiness of this research. 
First, accuracy in recording, transcribing and 
maintaining records of transcriptions and 
interpretations of the data was ensured. On-
going documentation of procedures used 
during interviews and data analysis and the 
use of verbatim illustrations preserved the 
integrity of data interpretation. In order to 
ensure quality data interpretation, the re-
searcher utilized feedback from the partici-
pants and engaged in ongoing evaluation of 
the data and supervisor consultation.  

Selection of Research Participants 
Eight males between the ages of 21 and 35 
volunteered to be interviewed for this study. 
Participants responded to posters displayed 
at four participating fitness facilities in 
Southern Alberta and to referrals by own-
ers/managers of fitness facilities and ac-
quaintances of the researcher. Participants 
met the following criteria for inclusion in 
the research study: (a) had been lifting 
heavy weights one or more hours per day, 
four or more days per week, for a minimum 

of six months; (b) recognized that exercise 
may be interfering with their social or work 
life; (c) used steroids and/or other muscle 
building supplements; and (d) were able to 
verbalize their experiences with weight lift-
ing and steroid use.  

Interview Procedure 
The primary researcher (Bardick) conducted 
all interviews. Initial interviews ranged from 
75 minutes to four hours in length, with an 
average length of 2.75 hours. Research par-
ticipants were asked to use a story format 
(Cochran, 1985, 1986) with a beginning 
(first involvement in weight lifting), middle 
(months or years in which they became 
more involved with weight lifting), and end 
(the present) to describe their experiences 
with heavy weight lifting and steroid use. 
The researcher arranged individual follow-
up interviews to clarify information and dis-
cuss the themes with the participants. Initial 
interviews were taped and transcribed. Con-
sent forms were signed and anonymity of-
fered via pseudonyms. For legal purposes, 
participants were asked not to reveal where 
they obtained steroids. 

Thematic Analysis 
A hermeneutic approach to thematic analy-
sis was used. First, an initial interpretation 
of each interview was arrived at through a 
thorough reading of the transcribed data. 
Second, the structure and overall themes 
evident in the data were categorized with a 
focus on the participants’ actual words, 
phrases and expressions. Third, common 
themes between participants’ stories were 
determined. Finally, themes were discussed 
with the researcher’s supervisor and the re-
search participants to determine their accu-
racy. The themes and the researcher’s inter-
pretation of their meaning of all the research 
participants are presented using verbatim 
quotes, paraphrasing, and pseudonyms, with 
respect to confidentiality. 
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Results 
Motivating and Sustaining Factors 
There are a multitude of complex and di-
verse reasons why men may begin weight 
training and using steroids. Reasons include 
to improve athletic ability, to increase mus-
cle mass, to enhance self-confidence, to im-
prove their health, to overcome a poor body 
image or a negative self-image, to overcome 
an addiction or deal with depression, or to 
gain social recognition. This list is by no 
means exhaustive of the many possible rea-
sons why men may begin lifting weights or 
using steroids. It is meant to alert the reader 
to the complexity and range of motivating 
and sustaining factors for these behaviors. 
The following examples illustrate the rich-
ness and diversity of the motivating and 
sustaining factors that may contribute to 
some men’s desire, or drive, to lift weights 
and use steroids. 

Improve health. 
Some men may begin weight training out of 
a desire to improve their health. For exam-
ple, David began weight training when his 
girlfriend encouraged him to “get into 
shape”, but when he could not lift more 
weight than she could, his pride suffered. He 
became involved in power lifting and began 
entering competitions until he could not face 
the mental strain of competition training. 
David was also a recovering alcoholic, and 
stated that the gym was a “positive addic-
tion” to prevent him from returning to his 
“negative addiction.” It appears that his pri-
mary motivating factor, to “get in shape,” 
evolved into a sustaining factor of main-
taining a “positive addiction” to weight 
training to prevent him from returning to his 
previous drinking habit(s). 

Enhance athletic ability. 
Some men may begin weight training to en-
hance their athletic ability. For example, 
Josh described himself as a “golden boy” 

who believed he “had” to begin weight 
training to become a better hockey player, 
and then “needed to take steroids to become 
the best.” He was banned from playing 
hockey, yet he continued to believe he 
needed to prove he was the “best” by lifting 
weights, taking steroids. He intended to use 
steroids until he was “man size” at age 30. 
His primary motivating factor, “to become 
the best,” remained as his sustaining factor.  

Improve body image 
Other men may begin weight training to 
overcome a poor body image they developed 
at a young age. For example, Jake described 
himself as a “shy fat kid” who was teased by 
his peers and wanted to become a body-
builder to gain respect and admiration. His 
mother died when he was age 16. Prior to 
dying, she left him a letter wherein she 
stated she was proud of him for lifting 
weights. He received this letter after she 
died. He vowed to never stop. No matter 
how muscular he became or how many 
bodybuilding competitions he won, he still 
felt like a “shy fat kid” inside. His primary 
motivating factor, to overcome the “shy fat 
kid” image, appeared to be compounded by 
his mother’s message to never stop weight 
training, which then became a strong sus-
taining factor for his behaviors. 

Improve self-image. 
Overcoming a negative self-image may also 
provide incentive to begin weight training. 
For example, Ryan described himself as a 
“bad kid” who used weight training to “keep 
out of trouble.” He stated that he impul-
sively used steroids “for the quick fix.” He 
described himself as being very hyperactive, 
impulsive, unable to sleep, and stated that 
intense weight training helped him to remain 
calm. His primary motivating factor, “to 
keep out of trouble” appeared to be a sus-
taining factor for his weight training and pe-
riodic steroid use behaviors.  
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Media images. 
Media images of hyper-muscular men may 
contribute to a man’s perception of an ideal 
masculine body, which may perpetuate mal-
adaptive thinking such as “I should look like 
that” or “I must use steroids until I am as big 
as him.” However, these media images may 
be fleeting and difficult to achieve. For ex-
ample, Matt described his continuous search 
for the ‘perfect’ body. “The consuming part 
of it isn’t necessarily in the gym, but it is in 
the back of your mind a lot.” This statement 
illustrates a connection between obsessive 
thoughts about one’s body and compulsive 
weight lifting and steroid use behaviors. 
Matt stated that even when he was not 
training, he was continuously reading body-
building magazines and wondering “What 
can I be doing for this? You know, like how 
I can get my calves like that? Can I get my 
chest bigger? What should I be doing here? 
Should I be doing high reps? Low reps? You 
are constantly thinking of stuff like that.”  

Social Recognition. 
Developing an ideal body may be seen as a 
means to achieve social recognition. Indi-
viduals may also perceive that they will only 
gain attention from women and respect from 
other men if their bodies look a certain way. 
Belonging to an “elite” group of individuals 
(e.g., bodybuilders or power lifters) also ap-
pears to motivate individuals to train harder 
and to continue training despite lack of de-
sire. David described this phenomenon as a 
“sense of belonging”: 

There’s something about being included in a 
group… It’s just like an  unwritten rule, 
you’re here, it’s just a time that we’re to-
gether and we think alike  and we’re of like-
minded goals....There’s this huge bond 
and…it was like…a  boys club.…But it 
was the same thing as belonging to organ-
ized crime. It runs  your life.  

This myriad of complex and interconnected 
motivating and sustaining factors suggests 
that individual motivations for weight lifting 
and steroid use are as unique as the individ-
ual. When all of the motivations were ex-
amined, a core theme of the desire for self-
improvement became apparent. For these 
men, the desire for self-improvement 
evolved into an attempt to attain physical 
perfection through weight lifting and steroid 
use. 

Recommendations 
Self-improvement is a goal worthy of at-
taining. However, when the goal transforms 
into a misguided attempt to obtain physical 
perfection, it may become harmful. There-
fore, a turn to in-depth assessment, accurate 
case conceptualization, and individualized 
counseling or treatment may be helpful to 
inform counsellors on how to help men with 
similar issues obtain their goal of self-im-
provement in a healthier manner. As no 
treatment effectiveness studies have been 
conducted with the bodybuilding treatment-
seeking population, the following sugges-
tions are meant to provide insight into po-
tential assessment, case conceptualization 
and treatment options.  

Assessment and Case Conceptualization 
Individuals may present with very similar 
weight lifting and steroid use behaviors, 
which would appear to warrant a similar di-
agnosis (e.g., muscle dysmorphia). Unfortu-
nately, assessing the presenting behaviors 
and arriving at a diagnostic label may be in-
sufficient because it may not address the 
complexity of each individual and may lead 
to stereotypical treatment. In addition to as-
sessing presenting behaviors, an in-depth 
assessment involves a thorough examination 
of motivating and sustaining factors, person-
ality factors, mental health issues, and fam-
ily history. Assessment of these factors may 
then lead to a clearer case conceptualization, 



Journal of Excellence – Issue No. 11 Bardick, Bernes & Nixon      140 

 2006 Zone of Excellence   -   http://www.zoneofexcellence.com 

which then allows for creative individual-
ized treatment. The following illustrative 
examples may provide insight into the com-
plexity of assessment and case conceptuali-
zation. 

Individuals may present with very similar 
weight lifting and steroid use behaviors, as 
can be seen in the following examples. Bob, 
Scott, and Matt each lifted weights exces-
sively and used excessive amounts of herbal 
supplements in an attempt to gain muscle 
mass and lose fat to obtain an ‘ideal’ body. 
Bob also used steroids on several occasions. 
All three men began to take more time away 
from family and friends to train, spend more 
money than they intended to on food and 
supplements, and isolated themselves from 
family and friends. They reported experi-
encing depression when they did not reach 
the physical goals they set for themselves, 
and stated that they were continually looking 
for the “right” program for their body. None 
of these men believed their bodies were big 
enough. According to this assessment in-
formation, each of these individuals would 
likely receive a diagnosis of muscle dys-
morphia. Further assessment would reveal 
that all three individuals suffered from major 
depression. However, a diagnosis of muscle 
dysmorphia and a co-occurring diagnosis of 
major depression may not sufficiently ex-
plain each individual’s unique motivating 
and sustaining factors that becomes apparent 
upon further investigation. For example, 
each man revealed very different motivating 
and sustaining factors, personality patterns, 
and family histories. Scott described experi-
encing tremendous difficulties maintaining 
relationships with women due to feelings of 
paranoia and lack of trust, felt like a “fail-
ure” because he did not attend college like 
his parents expected him to, and therefore 
set out to work on his career as a personal 
trainer 12 hours a day, seven days a week. 
Bob revealed that he was consumed by per-

fectionism, insisted on being noticed as an 
“individual,” and tried to live up to his fa-
ther’s standards even though he stated that 
his father never gave him the respect that he 
was seeking. Matt stated that he was seeking 
physical perfection, admiration of women 
and men, and continued self-improvement, 
primarily because he did not think he was 
“good enough.” These specific case exam-
ples illustrate that a diagnosis of muscle 
dysmorphia does not fully encompass the 
range of specific motivating and sustaining 
factors, personality patterns and family his-
tory that leads to clear case conceptualiza-
tion and therefore creative and individual-
ized treatment.  

As can be seen by these examples, assess-
ment requires an in-depth examination of an 
individual’s current presenting behavior, 
motivating and sustaining factors, mental 
health issues, personality patterns, and fam-
ily history in order to arrive at an accurate 
case conceptualization. A rich and detailed 
case conceptualization is essential to inform 
creative and individualized treatment. 

Individualized Treatment 
As noted in the previous examples, assess-
ment of individuals who weight lift and use 
steroids may reveal a variety of complex is-
sues that reach far beyond their presenting 
behaviors. Therefore, counseling or treat-
ment requires a creative and individualized 
approach in order to meet the specific needs 
of each person. Counselors or treating thera-
pists need to combine the development of a 
strong therapeutic relationship with specific 
targets for intervention that are creative and 
unique to each individual. These two factors 
will enhance client motivation and contrib-
ute to change that occurs more quickly than 
treatment that is generalized and based on 
behavioral stereotypes. 
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Counselor or therapeutic relationship.  
Building a strong therapeutic relationship is 
crucial to successful treatment. Empathetic 
listening and understanding are keys to de-
veloping a strong therapeutic relationship. 
Treating therapists need to have an attitude 
and orientation of knowledge rather than of 
stereotyped misconceptions of ‘muscle 
heads’ and ‘juicers’ in order to build a 
therapeutic relationship.  

Establishing a therapeutic relationship with 
these individuals may be challenging be-
cause they may have a fear of being judged 
or may not trust others because they may 
have been treated in a judgmental manner by 
the people they interact with on a daily ba-
sis. Individuals may be hesitant to speak 
with someone who does not share a similar 
interest in weight lifting. An illustrative ex-
ample of an individual engaged in weight 
lifting and steroid use being treated in a 
stereotypical manner may be helpful. For 
example, Josh attempted suicide when was 
banned from hockey after being caught us-
ing steroids, and was admitted to a psychiat-
ric ward. He immediately received a diagno-
sis of Bipolar disorder and was told to stop 
using steroids. Josh stated that he “wasn’t 
even treated like a human being.” Even 
though he continued to experience difficul-
ties with depression and suicidal thoughts 
years after this experience, Josh refused to 
seek help, stating:  

I don’t need a psychologist [to tell me] why 
I am who I am, why I do what I do. I don’t 
need a psychologist to know why I’m angry 
at the world and violent. It’s  because my 
biological father was abusive and a [com-
plete jerk]. The fact  that…they say I 
[have] addictive disorder, I don’t know. 
That’s just floating in the  air b.s.  Those doc-
tors aren’t gonna tell me something about 
myself that I don’t  already know. 

The counselor’s or treating therapist’s pri-
mary role in working with individuals who 
engage in weight lifting and steroid use is to 
provide an atmosphere in which each person 
feels safe enough to reveal his story. The 
treating therapist listens to each person’s 
story with an empathetic ear and seeks to 
understand his individualized manifestation 
of the problem. As the therapist encourages 
each individual to share his story and ex-
amine his beliefs and ways of being in the 
world, his unique treatment needs will be 
revealed. 

The development of a trusting therapeutic 
relationship will enhance the exploration of 
underlying issues and provide a basis for 
revealing creative and individual targets of 
intervention.  

Targets of intervention. 
A treating therapist utilizes the therapeutic 
relationship to encourage each individual to 
fully explore his story and identify specific 
targets of intervention. The targets of inter-
vention evolve from each individual’s story, 
and therefore, no two interventions will look 
the same. Contrary to therapeutic stereo-
types, behavioral interventions to “stop us-
ing steroids” or “stop lifting weights” may 
not be necessary if core issues from each 
individual’s story are fully explored and re-
solved. In fact, recommending that individu-
als stop a behavior that they believe to be 
helpful may be harmful. Rather, redefining 
the behavior as health-enhancing and in-
creasing the individual’s repertoire of other 
self-improvement strategies may be useful. 
The following examples are not meant to be 
exhaustive of the possible targets of inter-
vention, but are given to illustrate the range 
and diversity of issues that may provide a 
basis for exploration and intervention. 

The words individuals use to describe them-
selves may become a target of intervention. 



Journal of Excellence – Issue No. 11 Bardick, Bernes & Nixon      142 

 2006 Zone of Excellence   -   http://www.zoneofexcellence.com 

For example, David stated that he wanted to 
be the “biggest, flashiest peacock in the 
bar.” The relevance and importance of this 
image would be flushed out through contin-
ued dialogue with the individual. Not only 
would the quality of the language David 
used (e.g., the terms “biggest” and “flashi-
est”), but an exploration of the underlying 
assumption of the need to be the “flashiest” 
would likely ensue. A therapist would ex-
plore and examine the validity of underlying 
beliefs contributing to the importance of 
being the “flashiest”, questioning him where 
these beliefs came from, how they help him 
or hinder him, and why it is important to 
him. It may be the exploration into the for-
mation of such beliefs that leads to insight 
and therefore change. 

Individuals may present with a repeated be-
havioral pattern that becomes a target of in-
tervention. For example, Scott stated that he 
was no longer weight training or using ex-
cessive supplements and was seeking a more 
balanced life. However, he was now work-
ing 12 hour days, seven days a week. This 
pattern of switching from obsessive-compul-
sive training and supplement use to over-
working becomes the target of intervention. 
Within this example, Scott stated that his 
parents were disappointed that he had not 
attended college, and that he wanted to be 
successful despite his lack of education. A 
therapist would help him examine the origin 
of the beliefs underlying this desire to be 
successful. Once the individual begins to 
show insights into the inappropriate and ex-
cessive need for success, he may be encour-
aged to try a behavioral intervention such as 
scheduling reduced work hours and in-
creasing recreational time. As can be seen in 
this example, one specific behavioral pattern 
may become a target for exploration and in-
tervention. 

Other issues also may become targets of in-
tervention. For example, Jake stated that he 
began weight training at age 12 to overcome 
a “shy fat kid” image. When he was 16, his 
mother died after a long illness, leaving him 
with a letter saying that she was proud of 
him for lifting weights and to never stop. 
The interconnection between his “shy fat 
kid” image and grief issues over losing his 
mother would become targets for interven-
tion. A therapist could examine the basis for 
his beliefs about himself, the impact his 
mother’s death had on him, and the contin-
ued perceived expectations implied from the 
letter she left him.When the individuals’ sto-
ries are listened to with empathy and under-
standing, targets of intervention become 
clear and unique to each person. When the 
target of intervention matches the core issue 
that the individual is describing, the person 
feels heard, develops insights and therefore 
his motivation for change will be much 
higher than when a stereotypical suggestion 
based on presenting behaviors (e.g., “stop 
using steroids”) is made. These examples 
illustrate the need for the counselor or 
treating therapist to listen carefully to the 
client’s story for indications for targets of 
intervention that meet the unique needs of 
the individual.  

Summary 
As noted throughout this article, there are a 
range of motivating and sustaining factors, 
mental perspectives or disorders and person-
ality traits, developmental, familial, and 
other social issues and life stressors that may 
contribute to the desire obtain an ideal mas-
culine body. In-depth assessment, accurate 
case conceptualization, and creative and in-
dividualized treatment is important to meet 
the wide range of issues that these individu-
als may be dealing with. A strong counsel-
ing or therapeutic relationship provides a 
basis for these individuals to fully express 
their story without fear of being judged. Is-
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sues that arise while the individual tells his 
story become creative and individual targets 
of intervention. It is this creative and indi-
vidualized treatment that facilitates insight, 

motivation for change, and encourages indi-
viduals to obtain their goals of self-im-
provement without harm. 

 



Journal of Excellence – Issue No. 11 Bardick, Bernes & Nixon      144 

 2006 Zone of Excellence   -   http://www.zoneofexcellence.com 

References 
American Psychiatric Association (2000). Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(4th Ed., text revision). Washington, DC: Author. 
 
Andersen, A. E. (1999). Eating disorders in males: Critical questions. In R. Lemberg (Ed.). 
Eating disorders: A reference sourcebook, (pp. 73-79). Mawhaw, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates. 
 
Brooks, C., Taylor, R. D., Hardy, C., & Lass, T. (2000). Proneness to eating disorders: 
Weightlifters compared to exercisers. Perceptual and Motor Skills, 90, 906. 
 
Burkes-Miller, M., & Black, D. (1988). Male and female college athletes: prevalence of anorexia 
nervosa and bulimia nervosa. Athletic Training, 23, 137-140. 
 
Cochran, L. (1985). Position and the nature of personhood. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press. 
 
Cochran, L. (1986). Portrait and story. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press. 
 
Cusamano, D. L., Thompson, J. K. (1997). Body image and body shape ideals in magazines: 
Exposure, awareness, and internalization. Sex Roles: A Journal of Research, 37, 701-722. 
 
Davis, C., Katzman, D., Kaptein, S., Kirsh, C., Brewer, H., Kalmbach, K., et al. (1997). The 
prevalence of high-level exercise in the eating disorders: Etiological implications. 
Comprehensive Psychiatry, 38, 321-326. 
 
Epling, W. F., & Pierce, W. D. (1996). An overview of activity anorexia. In W. F.  
 
Epling & W. D. Pierce (Eds.), Activity anorexia: Theory, research, and treatment (pp. 3-77). 
Mawhaw, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
 
Jardine, D. (1990). Awakening from Descartes’ nightmare: On the love of ambiguity in 
phenomenological approaches to education. Studies in Philosophy and Education, 10, 211-232. 
 
Kilpatrick, J. & Caldwell, J. (2001). Eating disorders: Anorexia nervosa, bulimia, binge eating 
and others. Toronto, ON: Key Porter Books. 
 
Klein, A. (1993). Little big men: Bodybuilding subculture and gender construction. New York: 
State University. 
 
Marzano-Parisoli, M. (2001). The contemporary construction of a perfect body image: 
Bodybuilding, exercise addiction, and eating disorders. Quest, 53, 216-230. 
 
Monaghan, L. F. (2001). Looking good, feeling good: The embodied pleasures of a vibrant 
physicality. Sociology of Health and Illness, 23, 330-356. 
 



Journal of Excellence – Issue No. 11 Bardick, Bernes & Nixon      145 

 2006 Zone of Excellence   -   http://www.zoneofexcellence.com 

Nixon, G. (1992). The quest for wholeness. (Doctoral dissertation, University of Calgary, 1992). 
Dissertation Abstracts International, 54, 09. 
 
Phillips, K. & Kastle, D. (2001). Body dysmorphic disorder in men. British Medical Journal, 
323, 1015-1016. 
 
Pike, K. (1998). Long-term course of anorexia nervosa: Response, relapse, remission, and 
recovery. Clinical Psychology Review, 18, 447-475. 
 
Pope, H. G., Jr., Katz, D. L., & Hudson, J. (1993). Anorexia nervosa and ‘reverse anorexia’ 
among 108 male bodybuilders. Comprehensive Psychiatry, 34, 406-409.  
 
Pope, H. G., Jr., Phillips, K. A., & Olivardia, R. (2000). The Adonis complex: How to identify, 
treat, and prevent body obsession in men and boys. New York: Touchstone.  
 
Taub, D. E., & Blinde, E. M. (1992). Eating disorders among adolescent female athletes: 
Influence of athletic participation and sport team membership. Adolescence, 23, 833-848. 
 
Van Manen, M. (1990). Researching lived experience: Human science for an action sensitive 
pedagogy. London, ON: Althouse Press. 
 
Vitousek, K., Watson, S., & Wilson, G. (1998). Enhancing motivation for change in treatment-
resistant eating disorders. Clinical Psychology Review, 18, 391-420. 
 
Von Eckartsberg, R. (1998). Introducing existential-phenomenological psychology. In R. Valle 
(Ed.), Phenomenological inquiry in psychology: Existential and transpersonal dimensions (pp. 3-
20). New York: Plenum Press. 
 
Weigers, Y. (1998). Male bodybuilding: The social construction of a masculine identity. Journal 
of Popular Culture, 32, 147-161. 
Wendell, S. (1996). The rejected body. London: Routledge. 
 
Wright, S., Grogan, S. & Hunter, G. (2000). Motivations for anabolic steroid use among 
bodybuilders. Journal of Health Psychology, 5, 566-571. 



Journal of Excellence – Issue No. 10 Handegard, Joyner, Burke & Reimann      146 

 2006 Zone of Excellence   -   http://www.zoneofexcellence.com 
 

 
Relaxation and Guided Imagery in the Sport Rehabilitation 
Context  
 
Loretta A. Handegard, A. Barry Joyner, Kevin L. Burke, and Bryan Reimann, 
USA 

 
Loretta A. Handegard earned a Master of Science Degree in Kinesiology with an emphasis in 
Sport Psychology from Georgia Southern University. Loretta is currently an Academic 
Coordinator at Florida State University College of Medicine in Tallahassee, Florida. Her 
research and applied interests include the psychology of injury in youth and adult athletes, 
adherence to and motivation during rehabilitation, and transitioning back into play after an 
injury. Loretta has worked with a variety of youth and collegiate athletes and sports teams. She 
plans on pursuing her career goals of working with injured athletes by continuing her education 
with a Doctorate in Sport Psychology and perhaps a Doctorate in Physical Therapy. This study 
was conducted at Georgia Southern University as part of the Thesis requirement. For further 
information about this study, please contact Loretta via email: wire_to_wire@hotmail.com 
 
Barry Joyner, Ph.D. is an Associate Professor in the Jiann-Ping Hsu School of Public Health at 
Georgia Southern University. His primary teaching responsibilities are in the areas of research 
methods and data analysis and research interests include prediction of human performance, youth 
fitness testing, and physical activity in children.Email: joyner@georgiasouthern.edu 
 
Dr. Kevin L. Burke is Professor and Chair of the Department of Physical Education, Exercise 
and Sport Sciences at East Tennessee State University. His current research interests are in 
optimism/pessimism, momentum, humor, concentration, and personal control. Dr. Burke has 
assisted professional, college, high school, and recreational athletes from various sports as a 
sport psychology consultant, is a "Certified Consultant, AAASP" and Licensed Professional 
Counselor. 

Bryan L Riemann, PhD, ATC is an Assistant Professor, Graduate Athletic Training Program 
Coordinator and Graduate Program Director in the Jiann-Ping Hsu School of Public Health. His 
articles appear in the Journal of Athletic Training, Medicine and Science in Sports and Exercise, 
Archives of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation, Journal of Orthopedic and Sports Physical 
Therapy, American Journal of Sports Medicine and Journal of Sport Rehabilitation. Email: 
briemann@georgiasouthern.edu 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Journal of Excellence – Issue No. 10 Handegard, Joyner, Burke & Reimann      147 

 2006 Zone of Excellence   -   http://www.zoneofexcellence.com 
 

Abstract 
Sport injuries have been predicted to occur at a rate of 17 million per year, and 8 of 10 athletes 
become injured during high school and college (Robbins & Rosenfeld, 2001). Injured athletes 
may experience tension, loneliness, fear, shock/disbelief, and uncertainty of the future (Evan & 
Hardy, 2002b; Udry et al., 1997). Athletes also look towards the head and assistant coaches, 
athletic trainers, teammates, family and friends for social support during an injury (Gould et al., 
1997a; Robbins & Rosenfeld, 2001). A qualitative and quantitative design was utilized to 
describe the effects of relaxation and imagery in the sport rehabilitation setting on self-
confidence and fear of returning to sport. In addition, the possible relationships between 
perceived social support, self-confidence, and transition into play were investigated with 
modified versions of the State and Trait Sport Confidence Inventory (Vealey, 1986), Social 
Support Survey (Richman, Rosenfeld, & Hardy, 1993), and Sport Imagery Evaluation (Vealey & 
Greenleaf, 2001). Participants were 2 injured male collegiate athletes (soccer and baseball) with 
upper extremity injuries of moderate severity levels and an estimated recovery period of 2 
weeks. Participants were given a specifically designed audiocassette tape of a guided imagery 
script, which was used twice daily. Results were processed and analyzed for any similarities 
and/or discrepancies between participants regarding the rehabilitation experience. Both 
experienced increases in self-confidence and moderate to high levels of social support. 
Participant 001 received the most amount of social support from the athletic trainer and 
significant other. Participant 002 received the most social support from the head coach. Neither 
participant was fearful to return to play. 

 

The integrated model of psychological re-
sponse to the sport injury and rehabilitation 
process mentioned three psychological re-
sponses: cognitive appraisals, emotional re-
sponses and behavioral responses (Wiese-
Bjornstal et al., 1998). This integrated model 
combines the pre-injury model of Andersen 
and Williams (1988) with the post-injury 
model of Wiese-Bjornstal et al. (1995). In 
this model, cognitive appraisals are believed 
to influence and affect both the emotional 
and behavioral responses to sport injury 
(Wiese-Bjornstal et al., 1988). Daly, Brewer, 
Van Raalte, Petitpas and Sklar (as cited in 
Wiese-Bjornstal et al.) found support for this 
theory by observing that athletes’ cognitive 
appraisals were significantly correlated with 
total mood disruption. Smith, Scott, 
O’Fallon, and Young also noted athletes 
with injuries lasting more than two weeks 
experienced more mood disturbance than 

did other injured athletes (as cited in Wiese-
Bjornstal et al.). However, the effects of in-
jury on self-esteem, self-worth, self-confi-
dence and self-efficacy are still unknown. 

The sports medicine field is becoming more 
aware of the psychological factors that play 
such a fundamental role in the athletic injury 
process (Durso-Cupal, 1998), further exem-
plifying the importance of understanding 
this phenomenon. Nevertheless, the use of 
mental training interventions during reha-
bilitation has not been studied as frequently; 
nor are athletes usually given the opportu-
nity to use psychological interventions for 
prevention, or rehabilitation coping (Durso-
Cupal, 1998). The five psychological factors 
that have been empirically shown to posi-
tively contribute to the prevention of or 
physical recovery from injury in interven-
tion based studies are: goal setting, psycho-
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logical skills training, positive self-talk, 
knowledge/education, and social support 
(Durso-Cupal, 1998). Imagery, also called 
mental practice or rehearsal, may be used 
during injury rehabilitation to cope with 
pain, speed up recovery, give a positive 
outlook, keep physical skills from decreas-
ing, and reduce both state and re-injury 
anxiety (Vealey & Greenleaf, 2001; Wil-
liams, Rotella, & Scherzer 2001). 

In a study of recovery time while imple-
menting mental imagery, Carroll (1993) 
found physical rehabilitation with imagery 
resulted in a faster recovery, a return that 
resembled a typical athlete profile on the 
Profile of Mood States Questionnaire 
(POMS), and perceived social support to be 
adequate than did physical therapy alone. 
However, the criteria used to determine the 
estimated recovery time was not provided. 
Carroll (1993) reported the intervention par-
ticipants noted a greater sense of control and 
confidence due to the imagery training and 
attributed 26% of total recovery to the inter-
vention, and an 80% belief that mental im-
agery is an effective aid to healing. 

Magyar and Duda (2000) found that higher 
perceptions of social support might lead to 
higher self-confidence through messages 
given from the athletic training context, ca-
pabilities of the athletic trainer, and the de-
gree of familiarity from the environment. 
Another way injured athletes seek social 
support is by turning to a teammate who has 
previously recovered from a similar injury 
(Gould et al., 1997a & b; Robbins & 
Rosenfeld, 2001) and model their behavior 
in a facilitative manner, with the use of role 
modeling and guidance. However, social 
comparison may also be detrimental to the 
recovery process if the athlete follows the 
bad habits and attitudes of others. Flint 
(1998) recommended the injured athlete be 

able to remain close to the rest of the team 
during practice and rehabilitation as this 
may help the athlete feel valued and sup-
ported.The purpose of this study was to as-
sess how a mental training program, con-
sisting of relaxation with guided imagery, 
would help in the post-injury recovery proc-
ess. The first research question was would 
the use of guided imagery increase self-con-
fidence during rehabilitation in injured ath-
letes? Secondly, would the use of guided 
imagery during rehabilitation decrease fear 
of returning to play? Third, what was the 
relationship between perceived social sup-
port and a more confident transition into 
play? Lastly, what was the relationship be-
tween perceived social support and self-con-
fidence? 

Methods 
Participants 
The participants (N = 2) in this study were 
selected from a Southeastern NCAA 
Division I university. One participant was a 
member of the soccer team and the other a 
member of the baseball team. The ages of 
the participants were 23 and 18, respec-
tively, and both participants were male. One 
of the participants was African-American, 
while the other was Caucasian. The partici-
pants were a senior and starter while the 
other a freshman and reserve. Both partici-
pants were aware of relaxation and imagery, 
however, only one had several years of pre-
vious experience using imagery. However, 
neither of the participants had used imagery 
in the past during rehabilitation from an in-
jury. Both participants had incurred injuries 
previously, however, one of the athletes had 
sustained six career injuries and the other 
only two career injuries. 

The criterion for inclusion was the partici-
pants must sustain macrotrauma injuries. 
Macrotrauma injuries were defined as occur-
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ring from a sudden discrete impact or force 
(Crossman, 2001; Flint, 1998). For this 
study, and for the criterion for inclusion, an 
injury was defined as being sport related, 
keeping a player out of practice or competi-
tion the day after an injury, requiring medi-
cal attention of any type (except for icing 
and wrapping) and all concussions, and 
nerve injuries. 

Participants had upper, left extremity inju-
ries (rotator cuff tendon tear, and fractured 
left radius) with moderate severity levels. 
The soccer player was a goalie; therefore, an 
upper extremity injury may affect the ath-
lete’s performance. The baseball player’s 
injury was on the athlete’s non-dominant, 
non-throwing arm. Severity levels were de-
termined by the team physician and athletic 
trainer(s). Both participants’ estimated re-
covery time was two weeks. The onset of 
injuries was during the pre-season and 
regular season, respectively.  

Measures 
Self-confidence. 
A modified version of the Trait and State 
Sport-Confidence Inventory (M-TSCI and 
M-SSCI, respectively; Vealey, 1986) was 
used to assess each participant’s level of 
self-confidence about performing specific 
tasks. The athletes responded to 13 items 
which were rated on a Likert scale ranging 
from 0 (not at all confident) to 10 (com-
pletely confident). The modified version of 
the SSCI has been found to be internally re-
liable with alpha levels of .98, .98, and .97 
for the first, second, and third administra-
tions respectively (Magyar & Duda, 2000). 
This modified version of the SSCI has not 
been reported to be valid. However, the 
original trait and state versions are high in 
validity (Vealey, 1986). 

 

Perceived Social Support. 
To measure an athlete’s perceived social 
support a modified version of the Social 
Support Survey (M-SSS; Richman, 
Rosenfeld & Hardy, 1993) was used. 
Richman, Rosenfeld, and Hardy developed 
the Social Support Survey as a means to pro-
vide the practitioner and researcher with a 
comprehension of the social support process 
as well as an assessment method to plan the 
intervention. The SSS and many of the 
modified forms have been found to be valid 
(Robbins & Rosenfeld, 2001).  

Robbins and Rosenfeld (2001) modified the 
original SSS to measure social support dur-
ing athletic injury. Two of the eight types of 
social support were removed due to the 
inapplicability of the population at hand: 
tangible support (financial, products or gifts) 
is against NCAA rules, and personal support 
(running errands or driving) had been found 
to be irrelevant to athletes during previous 
interviews. Each athlete was asked to rate 
perceived social support in three ways: (a) if 
the head coach, assistant coach, and athletic 
trainer provided each of the six types of so-
cial support, if the answer is ‘no’ then the 
athlete would not answer the following 
questions for that type of support; (b) rate 
satisfaction with the social support provided, 
pre- and during injury; and (c) rate per-
ceived importance of each type of social 
support in relation to well-being, pre- and 
during injury. Robbins and Rosenfeld also 
excluded any questions asking the difficulty 
athletes would have in receiving more of 
any of the types of social support.  

Mental Imagery 
The Sport Imagery Evaluation (SIE; Vealey 
& Greenleaf, 2001) was administered to as-
sess each athlete’s ability to experience the 
different senses, emotions, and perspectives 
during imagery on a 5-point Likert Scale, 
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ranging from 1 (None) to 5 (High). Four im-
agery situations were included to provide a 
variety for imagery exposure and are: prac-
ticing alone, practicing with others, playing 
in a contest, and recalling a peak perform-
ance. There was no reliability or validity re-
ported for this inventory. The information 
gathered was used to obtain a baseline of 
ability to further understand the participants’ 
strengths and weaknesses.  

Exit Interview. 
After the athletes returned to play, each par-
ticipated in a qualitative exit interview (see 
Appendix A). The interview assessed the 
participants’ perceptions of the mental train-
ing program and the effectiveness in relation 
to the rehabilitation process and confidence 
in the ability to perform. The following are 
examples of questions used to obtain these 
perceptions: 

“Please describe, in detail, the im-
pact injury had on you personally 
(i.e., confidence, relationships with 
non-teammates, etc.). Now describe 
the impact injury had on you as an 
athlete (i.e., performance, confi-
dence, relationships with teammates, 
etc.).How do you  think the relaxa-
tion and imagery interventions 
helped your recovery process? Think 
back prior to your injury, how would 
you describe your self-confidence in 
sport? How do you think your self-
confidence in sport was affected af-
ter the injury occurred?” 

Perceived social support was assessed 
through questions similar to, “What kind(s) 
of support do you think were most beneficial 
during your rehabilitation? Can you describe 
what made that type of support(s) useful to 
you?” The exit interview also examined fear 
of re-injury, and the overall injury rehabili-

tation experience. The participants were 
asked, “On your fist day back to play, were 
you afraid of re-injury? Describe any 
thoughts or worries you had. Presently, are 
you concerned of afraid of re-injury at this 
point? Describe any thoughts or worries you 
have.” 

Procedures 
As athletes became injured and met the cri-
teria for inclusion, the researcher was con-
tacted, by the athletic trainer, in person or by 
telephone, and the athlete was asked to par-
ticipate in the study within 48 hours of the 
initial contact with the researcher. Once the 
athlete agreed to participate, a consent form 
was provided and a brief explanation given. 
All interactions with the athletes occurred 
during physical therapy, shortly before or 
after completion of therapy and in the pres-
ence of the athletic trainer, when appropri-
ate. The researcher introduced relaxation 
and imagery to each participant by explain-
ing how the intervention may help in the re-
covery process, followed by three consecu-
tive training sessions.  

The first administration of the SIE (Vealey 
& Greenleaf, 2001) determined the imagery 
level of the participants and allowed the 
participants to practice the imagery. The 
athletes were then instructed on how to im-
prove imagery skills and meetings were 
scheduled for the following two days for 
further imagery needs assessment through 
the completion of the SIE and imagery 
practice. Based on the inventory results, 
each participant received an individualized 
mental training program consisting of re-
laxation and guided imagery, which was de-
veloped following the guidelines provided 
by Vealey and Greenleaf (2001) and was 
structured by the script examples used in 
Carroll’s (1993) and Durso-Cupal’s (1997) 
studies as well as recommendations pro-
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vided by Crossman (2001). (Refer to Ap-
pendix B for the relaxation and imagery re-
hearsal script used with each participant.) 
Imagery was used just prior to or after 
physical therapy sessions as well as 
throughout each day at the athletes’ con-
venience, twice a day for 15 minutes aided 
by audiocassette or guided by the researcher. 
Imagery sessions included thoughts of 
healing the injured area and overall body 
wellness. The participants were also asked 
to keep an imagery log provided by the re-
searcher. 

Packets of the inventories contained each 
participant’s number code on the inside of 
the envelope seal and on each inventory for 
identification. The first packet containing 
the Demographic Questionnaire, SIE, M-
TSCI and M-SSCI, and the M-SSS was ad-
ministered during the initial meeting during 
the early stages of rehabilitation. The second 
packet contained only the SIE and was ad-
ministered after the second and third im-
agery training sessions. The third, and fourth 
packets contained the SIE, M-SSCI, and the 
M-SSS and was administered at the esti-
mated mid-point and end of the athletes’ re-
habilitation process, respectively. Finally, 
the fifth packet containing the M-TSCI and 
M-SSCI, the M-SSS, and the exit interview 
were completed approximately one week 
after the completion of rehabilitation and the 
participants returned to full play. 

Due to the explorative nature of this study, 
each participant’s results were explained 
through case study design, using graphical 
representations of the data to show changes 
in levels of perceived social support and 
self-confidence over time, in respect to the 
intervention. A qualitative interview was 
also used in the time following the athletes' 
transition back into play. The qualitative 
data was transcribed and compared for 

common themes between participants about 
the rehabilitation process and the transition 
back into play. The transcribed data were 
also used to verify and further support the 
data gathered through the quantitative analy-
sis. Triangulation occurred through the 
analysis of quantitative data, the daily im-
agery logs as well as the qualitative inter-
view. Results were analyzed for increases in 
self-confidence, a more confident transition 
into play, and the possibility of a relation-
ship between the previously mentioned vari-
ables with perceived social support. 

Results 
The participants recorded the number of im-
agery sessions and what was experienced 
through the completion of daily imagery 
logs. Both participants implemented the in-
tervention twice daily for a total of 25 min-
utes per day. The imagery audiocassette tape 
was listened to most frequently after physi-
cal therapy, or practice, in the morning and 
at night, by both participants. The hardest 
imagery skill both participants experienced 
was the sense of smell during imagery. 
However, the imagery script was not de-
signed for smell to be utilized. Feelings and 
sensations in and around the injured area, for 
both participants, were experienced about 
three days after the beginning of the inter-
vention. Both participants also recorded be-
ing able to see the injured tendon or bone, 
being able to visualize that area better to-
wards the end of the study, and also being 
able to visualize the mending or healing of 
the injured part. 

Participant 001 
Upon initial contact with Participant 001, he 
had not been pulled out of practice yet and 
had been attending some rehabilitation. 
However, due to repeated falls during prac-
tice, the partial rotator cuff tear was in jeop-
ardy of becoming worse thus needing sur-
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gery. At this point, Participant 001 had ex-
perienced increased pain levels and was 
pulled from full practice, although he was 
allowed to continue training. 

Sport Imagery Evaluation 
At the beginning of the study and during the 
exit interview, Participant 001 mentioned he 
had previous experiences with imagery. 
Participant 001’s imagery skills, as meas-
ured by the SIE, were somewhat consistent 
across the four situations. Situation 3, play-
ing in a contest, increased from a score of 12 
(Time 3) to 24 (Time 4). The SIE scores also 
show that Participant 001’s imagery skills 
were highest within situation 4, recalling a 
peak performance, across Time except for 
Time 4, where playing in a contest obtained 
the highest imagery skill score. The last ad-
ministration of the SIE occurred once reha-
bilitation was completed and the participant 
was cleared to full play (Time 5). The scores 
at Time 5 resembled and exceeded the 
scores at Time 1, across all four situations.  

Participant 001 stated he felt the most was 
received from the imagery session when it 
occurred right after his rehabilitation, 
“…when I was doing my rehab [imagery] 
during the day or after practice or in the 
morning…around the time where my shoul-
der was focused on, it helped a lot. I had 
vivid imagery and I felt like something was 
being done.” In reference to relaxation, he 
stated that just relaxing at night really helps. 
“…When I am by myself, lying down my 
thoughts are all over the place. But when I 
have something to listen to it makes me fo-
cus on one idea and relaxes me.” When 
asked what he liked about the intervention, 
he said “I liked the fact that it helped me 
when I actually needed it. I actually felt like 
I was doing something that made a differ-
ence…after doing it over and over [the im-
agery] I really saw my muscle fibers and felt 

it tingle and [thought] ‘whoa, I am actually 
doing something’!” 

Trait and State Sport-Confidence 
The participant’s trait sport-confidence was 
measured at the initial meeting (Time 1) 
with a high score of 111 out of a possible 
117, as well as one week post completion of 
rehabilitation (Time 4) with a score of 105. 
The average of the two administrations (M = 
108, SD = 3) was used as a baseline for Par-
ticipant 001’s trait sport-confidence. Before 
injury, Participant 001 stated in the exit in-
terview, that it was very high, a 10 on a 
scale of 1 to 10. He also felt that his confi-
dence levels were affected after the injury 
occurred. He said, “I was worried that I 
might not get back to the way it was be-
fore…it took a really long time to heal.” 

Participant 001’s state sport-confidence in-
creased across time throughout rehabilita-
tion, but his state sport-confidence scores 
were lower than both trait sport-confidence 
scores at Times 1 and 2. His state sport-con-
fidence increased beyond his trait sport-con-
fidence scores at Time 3 with a score of 115. 
The last administration of the M-SSCI 
yielded a score that remained higher than 
both trait sport-confidence scores. These 
findings were reflected in the exit interview 
as well. The participant stated, “I knew that I 
couldn’t do things that I could do before. So 
confidence was limited…it’s frustrating.”  

Head Coach Social Support. 
Prior to the onset of Participant 001’s injury, 
the head coach was perceived as providing 
all of the different types of social support 
except Emotional Support. The participant 
was most satisfied (M = 4) for Listening 
Support and least satisfied (M = 2) for Real-
ity Confirmation. Throughout rehabilitation, 
the participant perceived the head coach as 
providing Listening Support only at Time 1, 
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beginning of rehabilitation, with moderate 
levels of satisfaction and importance. Task 
Challenge was perceived to be provided by 
the head coach at Time 1 and Time 3, com-
pletion of rehabilitation only, with moderate 
satisfaction and importance levels for both 
times. Participant 001 perceived to receive 
Emotional Support from the head coach at 
the beginning of rehabilitation only (Time 1) 
with moderate satisfaction and importance 
levels. Participant 001 did not perceive the 
head coach to be providing Task Apprecia-
tion, Emotional Challenge, or Reality Con-
firmation during rehabilitation. The qualita-
tive data was replicated during the exit in-
terview. 

Assistant Coach Social Support 
The assistant coach was perceived to be 
providing Participant 001 with all six types 
of social support prior to the onset of injury. 
Listening Support deemed the most satis-
faction (M = 3.75) while Reality Confirma-
tion held the least amount of satisfaction (M 
= 3.5). During the entire rehabilitation from 
the injury, Participant 001 perceived to re-
ceive Listening Support from the assistant 
coach and felt completely satisfied at Time 
1. However, the participant’s perception of 
Listening Support importance varied quite 
differently from the satisfaction. Time 2 
deemed the most important for receiving 
Listening Support from the Assistant coach, 
nonetheless that was also the time Partici-
pant 001’s satisfaction with the perception 
of support received was the least. Task 
Challenge was perceived to be provided 
only at Time 1, but the participant was com-
pletely satisfied with the support during that 
time. The importance for receiving this type 
of support for the participant at Time 1 was 
moderate. Satisfaction with Emotional Sup-
port was moderate at Time 1 and Time 4, 
which were also the only times that this type 
of support was perceived to be given. Re-

ceiving Emotional Support was moderate for 
both times, however, it was perceived more 
important at Time 4. Receiving Reality Con-
firmation was very important for Participant 
001 at Time 3. Although his satisfaction 
level was high, the perceived importance of 
receiving Reality Confirmation was higher. 
The assistant coach was not perceived to 
have provided Task Appreciation or Emo-
tional Challenge during rehabilitation. Par-
ticipant 001’s interview resembled the data 
collected quantitatively. 

Athletic Trainer Social Support 
Prior to injury occurring, the participant did 
not perceive the athletic trainer as giving 
any type of support. However, during reha-
bilitation the athletic trainer provided Lis-
tening Support, Task Appreciation, Task 
Challenge, and Reality Confirmation across 
all four times. Receiving Listening Support 
was most important at Time 1 and most sat-
isfied with at Time 2 and Time 3. Participant 
001 perceived receiving Task Appreciation 
as most important at Time 2, and Time 4. 
Task Challenge was perceived to be satis-
factory and important from the athletic 
trainer, with Time 4 receiving moderate lev-
els of both. The importance of receiving Re-
ality Confirmation was greater than the par-
ticipant’s satisfaction only at Time 2. Emo-
tional Support received high levels of satis-
faction and importance equally at Times 1, 
2, and 4. Emotional Challenge was per-
ceived to have been provided at Time 2, 
Time 3, and Time 4. However, the impor-
tance of receiving this support was greater 
than the level of satisfaction at Time 3. The 
participant expressed these findings during 
the exit interview as well. He felt that the 
athletic trainer provided the most amount of 
support during rehabilitation and was mainly 
informative. He also felt, “while injured so-
cial support is 10 times more important than 
any other time.”  
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Transition into Play. 
Participant 001 did not experience fear or 
anxiety when he returned to play. He said, “I 
was worried but…I did not want to injure it 
again. Consciously I was not [hesitating], 
but I might have favored my right side.” He 
further explained that although the thought 
was in his mind, it did not affect his play 
and that fear or anxiety was not present.  

Relationship Between Social Support and 
Transition into Play. 
There may be a positive relationship be-
tween being moderately to highly satisfied 
with the social support given and not experi-
encing fear or anxiety when returning to 
play. Another positive relationship that was 
noticed was receiving most of the support 
from the Athletic trainer during rehabilita-
tion, being highly satisfied with it, and not 
experiencing fear when returning to play. 

Relationship Between Social Support and 
Self-Confidence. 
There may be a positive relationship be-
tween receiving and being satisfied with the 
social support needed, and sustaining prior 
levels, or increasing the levels of self-confi-
dence. The participant demonstrated both 
high levels of self-confidence when he re-
turned to play and satisfaction with the so-
cial support perceived to have received. 

Participant 002 
Initial contact had been made with Partici-
pant 002 several weeks prior to starting the 
intervention with him. He had fractured his 
left radius while diving for a baseball and 
was in a cast for approximately 6 weeks, 
while not practicing or participating in ther-
apy. Once removal of the cast approached, 
contact was made again. Participant 002’s 
left wrist was then put into a soft splint and 
he began strengthening exercises. From this 

point rehabilitation was estimated to last 2 
weeks. 

Sport Imagery Evaluation. 
During the exit interview, Participant 002 
mentioned he had very little previous ex-
perience with relaxation and imagery. 
Nonetheless, Participant 002’s imagery 
skills, as measured by the SIE, were moder-
ate to high and remained fairly stable across 
time and all four situations. Situation 4, re-
calling a peak performance, consistently 
scored the highest among all four situations. 
The other three situations, practicing alone, 
practicing with others, and playing in a 
contest, respectively, were very similar in 
imagery abilities. During the last admini-
stration, after completion of rehabilitation 
(Time 5), situation 1 slightly decreased with 
a score of 26 while situations 2 and 3 re-
mained fairly stable.  

Participant 002 felt the intervention helped 
him return to full play status. “…During the 
time when I couldn’t do anything it helped 
to kind of think about what I was going to 
do when I got back out on the field. Prepare 
me a little better than just going out 
there…the imagery was one of the main 
things I thought worked.” He mentioned the 
imagery sessions were easier to follow with 
the audiocassette tape or the researcher, than 
if he were to do it on his own. Also, the im-
agery that helped him the most were the four 
situations measured by the SIE, “…because 
I was specifically thinking about what I was 
doing, fielding or hitting.” 

Trait and State Sport-Confidence. 
The participant’s trait sport-confidence was 
measured at the initial meeting (Time 1) 
with a high score of 102 out of a possible 
117, as well as one week post completion of 
rehabilitation (Time 4) with a score of 113. 
The average of the two administrations (M = 
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107.5, SD = 5.5) was used as a baseline for 
Participant 002’s trait sport-confidence. 
During the exit interview, Participant 002 
rated his confidence prior to injury as an 
eight or nine on a scale of 1 to10. However, 
during rehabilitation, his confidence did not 
lower until he began practicing more with 
the team. “…it did not affect my confidence 
until right now [when the cast came off and 
physical activity increased]. I got to kind of 
build myself back up. I am coming back into 
it; I got to build my confidence back up.” He 
rated his confidence as a six or seven in this 
situation. This is reflected in the quantitative 
data, measured by the M-TSCI and M-SSCI, 
due to the intervention beginning once the 
cast was removed. 

Participant 002’s state sport-confidence was 
measured across four times throughout re-
habilitation and revealed scores that were 
slightly lower than the averaged trait sport-
confidence score at Time 1 and Time 2. 
Participant 002’s state sport confidence 
scores increased through Time 3, then 
slightly decreased at Time 4, however, is 
still higher than the averaged trait sport-con-
fidence score. 

Head Coach Social Support. 
Prior to the onset of Participant 002’s injury, 
the head coach was not perceived as pro-
viding all of the different types of social 
support, except Emotional Challenge and 
Reality Confirmation, equally. Throughout 
rehabilitation, the head coach provided Lis-
tening Support across time and was per-
ceived to be very satisfactory and important. 
Task Appreciation was perceived to be pro-
vided by the head coach as more satisfying 
at Time 1 and Time 2. Task Challenge was 
highly satisfactory and important during 
both Time 1, and Time 3. Participant 002 
perceived receiving very satisfactory and 
important Emotional Support from the head 

coach throughout rehabilitation, however, 
the lowest satisfaction occurred at Time 3. 
Participant 002 did not perceive the head 
coach to be providing Emotional Challenge, 
or Reality Confirmation during rehabilita-
tion. During the exit interview, the partici-
pant expressed receiving Listening and 
Emotional Support from the head coach the 
most during rehabilitation, “My head coach 
really did…provide me with support. Basi-
cally him, he was the main guy.” 

Assistant Coach Social Support. 
The assistant coach was perceived as pro-
viding Participant 002 with Listening Sup-
port, Task Appreciation and Task Challenge 
prior to the onset of injury. Listening Sup-
port was most satisfactory (M = 4) while the 
other two types of support were equally sat-
isfactory (M = 3.5). During the entire reha-
bilitation from the injury, Participant 002 
perceived receiving Listening Support from 
the assistant coach across time, with Time 3 
showing the lowest satisfaction. Task Ap-
preciation was highly satisfactory and im-
portant during Time 1, and Time 2, with the 
highest satisfaction found at Time 1. Emo-
tional Support was perceived as being pro-
vided at Time 1 and Time 2 only. Participant 
002 perceived this type of support to be very 
important at Time 2, and highly satisfactory 
during both administrations. The assistant 
coach was not perceived as providing Task 
Challenge, Emotional Challenge, or Reality 
Confirmation during rehabilitation. The 
qualitative interview supported the M-SSS 
findings for the assistant coach as it did for 
the head coach. 

Athletic Trainer Social Support. 
Prior to injury occurring, the participant per-
ceived the athletic trainer as only giving 
Listening Support - however, he was highly 
satisfied. During rehabilitation the athletic 
trainer was perceived as providing very sat-
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isfactory Listening Support across all four 
times with scores of 5. Participant 002 per-
ceived receiving Task Appreciation was 
very satisfactory and important at Time 1, 
and Time 3, however, was not as high at 
Time 2. Task Challenge was deemed very 
satisfactory and important from the athletic 
trainer equally at Time 3, and Time 4. The 
participant perceived to receive Emotional 
Support from the athletic trainer at Time 1, 
Time 2, and Time 3, which had the lowest 
satisfaction and importance. The athletic 
trainer did not provide Emotional Challenge 
or Reality Confirmation. The participant ex-
pressed these findings during the exit inter-
view. The athletic trainer “…kept me going 
and told me, if I thought it was taking for-
ever, to just stick with it. He just helped me 
get through it…” Participant 002 also per-
ceived receiving Listening Support from his 
family members and friends. The participant 
also mentioned that receiving social support 
was more important during the injury than it 
was prior to becoming injured. 

Transition into Play. 
Participant 002 did not express having fear 
or anxiety returning to play during the exit 
interview. He stated, “No, I wasn’t really 
afraid. Cause I knew…I have done the nec-
essary things in rehabilitation…I did not 
hold back.” He continued to say that when 
the cast was first removed, there was a little 
bit of concern, however, he was confident 
and did not hold back or hesitate. 

Relationship Between Social Support and 
Transition into Play. 
During the exit interview he mentioned that 
his athletic trainer and head coach were pro-
viding him with the support he needed, 
which resembled the data gathered through 
the M-SSS. There may be a positive rela-
tionship between being moderately to highly 
satisfied with the perceived social support 

and not experiencing fear or anxiety when 
returning to play. Another positive relation-
ship, similar to that of Participant 001, was 
perceiving the athletic trainer as providing 
most of the support during rehabilitation, 
being highly satisfied with it, and not ex-
periencing fear when returning to play. 

Relationship Between Social Support and 
Self-Confidence 
A positive relationship may have occurred 
between perceiving to receive and being 
satisfied with the social support needed, and 
sustaining prior levels, or increasing levels 
of self-confidence. The participant demon-
strated, and mentioned through the exit in-
terview, having high levels of self-confi-
dence when he returned to play and satis-
faction with the support he received. 

Discussion 
The research questions examined by this 
study were supported by the results obtained 
quantitatively, qualitatively as well as 
through the completion of the daily imagery 
logs. The information from these logs con-
tributed to triangulation of the data. The 
purpose of this study was to assess if a 
mental training program could affect the 
post-injury recovery process, perceived so-
cial support as measured by the Modified 
Social Support Survey, and self-confidence 
as measured by the Modified Trait and State 
Sport-Confidence Inventory as well as 
qualitative questions. 

Adequate training in the use of relaxation 
and imagery may help to improve the bene-
fits received from the intervention. The par-
ticipants in this study had different imagery 
experiences; however, with the imagery 
practice sessions this did not seem to be a 
factor. The participants’ imagery skills were 
relatively similar in that by the end of the 
mental skills training program, their imagery 
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skills remained stable or improved when 
compared to the beginning of the program. 
Both participants showed higher imagery 
skills when recalling a peak performance in 
comparison to the other three situations. 
Participant 001’s imagery skills varied from 
Time 2 through Time 4. However, by pro-
viding the participant with Listening Sup-
port during the intervention and through the 
qualitative questions, there was a factor that 
may have influenced his imagery scores. At 
the time Participant 001 completed the SIE, 
Participant 001 stated, he had been dealing 
with conflict between other team members 
and he had trouble concentrating on imagery 
those times. Had he not been mentally dis-
tracted with other thoughts, his SIE scores 
may have resembled Time 1 and Time 5, 
thus more stable scores across time.  

Both participants attributed 30 - 40 % of 
their recovery from the injury to the mental 
training program. This supported Carroll 
(1993) with the intervention group attribut-
ing 26% of rehabilitation to the imagery in-
tervention and is in agreement with previous 
research that found imagery to positively 
contribute to the injury rehabilitation proc-
ess (Durso-Cupal, 1998; Williams, Rotella 
& Scherzer, 2001; Zinsser et al., 2001). One 
of the participants stated, “It helped my re-
covery…I don’t know how it works…I just 
feel tingly and I just know that something is 
going on that was not going on before I 
started imagery.” Both participants ex-
pressed an interest in using these techniques 
again in the event of another injury. 

Both participants expressed being con-
cerned, but not having a fear to return to 
play. Participant 001 had played in his first 
pre-season game a few days prior to the exit 
interview and was not hesitant or experi-
enced fear of any kind. A difference be-
tween the two participants was the timing of 

the injury. Participant 001’s injury occurred 
during the pre-season, while Participant 
002’s injury occurred at the beginning of the 
regular season. Injury onset for both partici-
pants occurred at a time where there was 
typically less pressure on the athlete to re-
cover quickly. As Crossman (2001) men-
tioned, the timing of the injury may influ-
ence the injury coping process and the ath-
lete may experience more psychological ef-
fects the longer rehabilitation takes (Wiese-
Bjornstal et al., 1998). 

Other factors may have contributed to the 
results of this study, thus warranting further 
exploration. First, Participant 001 was a 
senior in college, while Participant 002 was 
a freshman. This could have been a moti-
vating factor for Participant 001 to recover 
fully and quickly. Whereas for Participant 
002, this could help to explain his lower 
level of concern while he was in the cast. 
The number of previous injuries may also 
have affected the results. While the injury 
experience for Participant 001 was new and 
at times “tedious”, he had experienced more 
than six previous injuries. Thus possibly 
having a greater understanding of what it 
takes to recover successfully. Participant 
002 also knew what to expect from the reha-
bilitation process having gone through it 
once before with a similar injury. 

If an athlete returns to competition, without 
being psychologically prepared or ready to 
do so, fear of re-injury may result in anxiety 
and negative cognitive appraisals, which 
may increase the chances of re-injury (Wil-
liams & Andersen, 1998). Flint (1998) stated 
that effective recovery might be hindered by 
the dual role of the mind/body relationship 
and by not having trust or confidence in in-
dividual capabilities. The influence of cog-
nitive appraisals has been documented as 
having an affect on the physical outcome of 
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rehabilitation. Future research may focus 
attention on how injured athletes may en-
hance the rehabilitation process through the 
systematic use of mental skills training. Fu-
ture studies should also include a more di-
verse sample by including both male and 
female athletes from team and individual 
sports. Also, the timing of the injury and the 
severity levels should be further explored to 
better understand the effects on the injury 
rehabilitation experiences.  

The results of this study may not be fully 
attributed to the intervention and must be 
taken with caution. These results indicated 
associations and similarities between the 
factors and participants, however, cause and 
effect cannot be determined. The inclusion 
of control groups may increase the under-
standing of the effects of mental skills 
training during rehabilitation from an injury. 
However, Flint (1998) recommended that 
severity levels and the manner in which se-
verity is determined be consistent so that the 
results can be comparable between groups 
and studies.  

Considering the number of athletes who be-
come injured, this area of research provides 
possible psychological rehabilitation skills 
that athletes can implement to enhance the 
rehabilitation process. When dealing with 
injured athletes, imagery may help control 
pain, reduce anxiety levels, and develop 
positive attitudes as well as self-awareness, 
thus contributing to the healing process. 
Crossman (2001) stated the type of imagery 
most beneficial during the immediate post 
injury phase of rehabilitation is body re-
hearsal. This technique involves healing im-
ages, which allow athletes to have control by 
visualizing the healing process. This was 
exemplified with both participants in this 
study. Also, coping rehearsal and body re-
hearsal, that follows physical recovery, is 

best suited for the early to progressive reha-
bilitation stages. During the last stage, ad-
vanced rehabilitation, mastery rehearsal that 
mimics physical recovery may help with the 
return to sport. 

Athletic trainers may also benefit from this 
type of research and apply the psychological 
skills during physical therapy. For example 
the participants thought the most important 
support during injury came from the athletic 
trainers. The biggest variable lacking from 
Participant 001 in the training room was the 
lack of feedback on progression from the 
athletic trainer throughout therapy. More 
feedback during the week(s) might help the 
athletes feel more involved in the rehabilita-
tion process. It may also help athletes to 
know specifically why they are still sitting 
on the bench even though they feel better. 
This may help prevent re-injury due to over 
exertion of activities prior to approval by the 
medical staff. The athletic training staff 
could help reduce or maintain pain, inflam-
mation and swelling that typically accompa-
nies injury through the systematic relaxation 
of muscle groups in all stages of rehabilita-
tion. 

The information in this study also provides 
coaches and other support providers with 
helpful information on providing social sup-
port during an injury. Both participants ex-
pressed receiving social support during an 
injury as more important than prior to be-
coming injured. Coaches, head and assistant, 
could enhance the injury process for athletes 
by knowing what kinds of support are 
needed and when to give it. For example one 
participant said it was important to know 
that his head coach was not mad at him. 
Confirmation from the coaching staff could 
lessen any guilt felt by the athlete or frustra-
tion felt because of mixed signals. The other 
participant expressed importance in receiv-



Journal of Excellence – Issue No. 10 Handegard, Joyner, Burke & Reimann      159 

 2006 Zone of Excellence   -   http://www.zoneofexcellence.com 
 

ing support from the coaching staff. “…Just 
to know that they cared and they weren’t 
forgetting about me because I was in-
jured…to know that they still cared about 
my well being.” The injured athlete is al-
ready experiencing a wide range of emotions 
because he/she is not actively participating. 
The more stress that can be reduced through 
communication could benefit the overall re-
habilitation process. Communicating prop-

erly is an effective method of showing care 
and support (Hardy, Burke, & Crace, 2004). 

The results from this study are also socially 
valid, as both participants perceived the in-
tervention as beneficial to the rehabilitation 
process by providing them with a skill they 
could control and perceived the intervention 
as improving their physical recovery.  
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Appendix A 
Exit Interview Guide 

 

1. Please describe, in detail, the impact injury had on you personally. (i.e., confidence, rela-
tionships with non-teammate, etc.)  
Probe: How did it make you feel? 
 

2. Now describe the impact injury had on you as an athlete. (i.e., performance, confidence, 
relationships with teammates, etc.) 
 

3. Think back prior to your injury, how would you describe your self-confidence in sport? If 
you had to rate it on a scale of 1 to 10, where would it be? 
 

4. How do you think your self-confidence in sport was affected after the injury occurred? 
 

5. Please describe the physical therapy experience in relation to this injury. 
Probe: What was most difficult? What were good/bad days like? 
 

6. Describe what kind of information your athletic trainer gave you as you went through 
physical therapy. Describe what information you would have liked to receive? 
Probe: Information about the injury or rehabilitation exercises, and progression through 
rehabilitation, etc.? 
 

7. Now let’s talk about social support. What kind(s) of support do you think were most 
beneficial during your rehabilitation? Can you describe what made that type of sup-
port(s) useful for you? 
Probe: tangible, listening, task, emotional? 
 

8. Who do you feel was providing you with the social support you needed? Can you de-
scribe who was providing each type of support? 
Probe: coaches, athletic trainers, teammates, family, or friends? 
 

9. Can you describe if receiving social support was more important to you before the injury 
occurred, during rehabilitation, or both equally? Why? 
Probe: Do certain people provide support at different times? 
 

10. Looking at your responses on the social support survey, I noticed you did not re-
ceive________________ support from ________________ pre-injury/during rehabilita-
tion. Can you reflect on that? 

11. Now let’s switch to relaxation and imagery. Were you familiar with the relaxation and 
imagery techniques used before participating in this study? 
Probe: Describe your experiences with the techniques. 
 

12. Please describe your experience with the relaxation and imagery sessions used in this 
study. 
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Probe: Were the relaxation and imagery sessions difficult/easy? 
What did you like best? What did you like least?  
Did the sessions help rehabilitation? 
Which parts of the sessions with me were most helpful? 
Can you think of any images used that were most helpful to you? 
 

13. Did you use imagery on your own at all throughout rehabilitation? 
Probe: If so when or how often? 
 

14. If given the opportunity to go back in time, would you use relaxation and imagery dur-
ing rehabilitation, having had this experience? Why or why not? 
 

15. Do you think you will continue to use relaxation and imagery in other aspects of sport? 
Probe: If so what aspects could benefit? 
 

16. How do you think the relaxation and imagery interventions helped your recovery proc-
ess? 
Probe: Can you estimate what percentage of your recovery is due to physical therapy 
and imagery? 
 

17. On your first day back to play, where you afraid of re-injury?  
Probe: Rate the level of anxiety about re-injury on a scale of 0 (having no worries) to 10 
(having great amounts of worries).  
Describe any thoughts or worries you had. 
 

18. Presently, are you concerned or afraid of re-injury at this point? 
Probe: Rate the level of anxiety about re-injury on a scale of 0 (having no worries) to 10 
(having great amounts of worries). 
Describe any thoughts or worries you had. 
 

19. Is there anything else you would like to add that I have not covered regarding any of the 
topics we spoke about today? 
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Appendix B 
Relaxation and Imagery Rehearsal Script 

 
[This script will be modified for each participant’s individual needs. Type of injury, recovery 
status and imagery ability will be the factors contributing to changes of the script. As rehabilita-
tion progresses, the script will also progress accordingly.] 

Please sit or lie down comfortably with your legs and arms unfolded, and your eyes closed. Start 
to become aware of your breathing and how your body feels at this moment. Inhale through your 
nose and exhale through your mouth, taking slow, deep breaths. Let any distracting thoughts or 
sounds enter and exit your mind freely, do not try to force any thoughts. I am going to guide you 
through your next breath, inhaling slowly for a count of four, hold for a count of two and finally 
release for a count of four. Ok, Inhale [count in seconds] 1, 2, 3, 4, hold 1, 2, and release 4, 3, 2, 
1. [repeat] For the next couple of minutes I want you to continue this type of breathing we just 
practiced on your own. This time as you inhale say the word “healing” to yourself, and as you 
exhale say the word “relax” to yourself. [pause 2 minutes] 

Good, continue that process of breathing, and with each exhalation feel your muscles become 
more relaxed as any tension is being released. Scan your body for any tension or discomfort. As 
you exhale, picture any tension, pain, conflict escaping through your mouth. Allow your muscles 
to become warm and relaxed. 

Focus your attention now on your [say injured part], notice how it feels while you continue to 
breathe slowly repeating the words “healing” on the inhale and “relax” on the exhale. Imagine 
the [specific injury of ligaments or muscles, etc.] that comprise(s) your [say injured part]. 
Focus on this area in particular and become aware of how if feels right now. You may or may not 
experience tingling around the area or some discomfort, and that is OK. It is natural to feel sen-
sations while doing imagery. Imagine oxygen and blood flowing to the injury area, taking away 
any damaged cells or tissue. Take this image and refocus on your breathing. As you inhale 
deeply, oxygen and blood are surrounding your [say injured part], and as you exhale any dam-
aged cells or tissues are being removed. Continue this process on your own for the next couple of 
minutes, enabling your body’s ability to heal itself. [pause 5 minutes] 

Good, focus again on your breathing. Inhaling for a count of four, holding for a count of 2 and 
then exhaling for a count of four. This time, I would like for you to say the word “revitalize” as 
you inhale and the word “calm” as you exhale to yourself. Refocus your attention back to your 
whole body and the way it feels right now. You are taking an active part in your recovery and 
will heal a little more each time you use imagery. [pause 10 sec.] I am going to count back from 
the number five, and with each step closer to the number one, I want you to become more aware 
of your surroundings and the noises around you. 5 [4 sec.], 4 become more alert, 3 wiggle your 
fingers and toes, 2 when you are ready you can open your eyes, 1. 

 


