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The mind
of an elite
performer

Andy Wrathall considers the psychological {
influences on Andy Murray in attempting
to become the first British man to win the
Wimbledon title for 73 years.

ally Gunnell (the Olympic 400m

hurdles champion, 1992) once said,

‘Once you've got your technique
right and your training is going well, it's
your own control of your thoughts that
makes the difference between success
and failure! Fast-forward to Wimbledon
2009 and imagine a men's final between
Rafael Nadal and Andy Murray. What
psychological influences will there be
on Murray in attempting to become the
first British man to win the title since
1936? The
discussed here are not exhaustive but

Fred Perry in concepts
they provide an insight into some of the
psychological factors that affect an elite

player’s performance.

Attitude

To be successful, Murray has to develop
a positive attitude and must possess the
motivation to win. This positive attitude
is known as the triadic model because it
has three components:
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= A cognitive component — this reflects
the performer’s beliefs and thoughts.
Does Murray feel confident and know
that he has the necessary skills and abili-
ties to be successful in the final?

this
relates to emotional feelings. Murray

m An affective component —

reached the semi-finals last year and is

determined to go one better. He feels he

is ready for the challenge and is positive
towards it. However, losing last year
could lead Murray to have negative or
defeatist feelings towards the final.

® A behavioural component — this
includes Murray's intended behaviour
towards the final. It will be related to his
status in the first two categories. If he
feels confident and has a positive belief

Attitude Attitudes can be positive or
negative and are generally stable and
enduring. They are focused on a particular
item or situation (attitude object).

from previous finals and matches against

Nadal, he will feel he has the s
mindset necessary to win the title.

lls and

Murray's past experiences will have a
huge influence on the development of his
attitude towards the final. Experiences
that have been positive and enjoyable,
such as winning tournaments and pre-
vious successes over Nadal, will provide

him with selfbelief and confidenc

However, those experiences that have led
to failure will cause him to question his
chances in the final. This leads us to our

second concept of self-efficacy.

Self-efficacy

‘If you don't have confidence, you'll
always find a way not to win/ (Carl
Lewis, US Olympic sprint and long-
jump legend)

Self-efficacy is, in effect, acompetitor’s
self-confidence. The concept was first
proposed by the psychologist Bandura,
who suggested that self-efficacy varies

i
:
M

Keyterm

Self-efficacy

to decreased self-efficacy and a decrease

in performance.

This aspect will have an effect on
Murray both leading up to and during the
final. In advance of the final he must
focus on previous wins over Nadal and
successes at other tournaments (past
experiences) to boost his self-confidence.
During the match he has to again focus on
successful points and shots and try to
ignore any mistakes or errors he may
make. Ifhe lets the mistakes take control,
he will not play to his best and the match
will become infinitely more difficult.

Murray's self-efficacy for the final will
be governed by a number of factors. The
first is past experiences, mentioned pre-
viously. The second is vicarious experi-
ence. Murray will have observed video
footage of himself being successful and
winning matches. This will provide him
with belief that he has the ability to win.
In addition, his coach will tell him that he
is capable of winning and has nothing to
fear (verbal persuasion). Finally, in the
hours leading up to the match Murray
willbe aware of his physiological and psy-
chological arousal. If he is encouraged to
use it in a positive way, he will feel more

confident about the final.

Arousal

Arousal is our third concept. How well
Murray performs in the final will be
determined by how well he can deal with

the perceived pressure of the situation.

Arousal The energised state of readiness
of an individual to perform a task,
motivating him/her to direct his/her

V behaviour in a particular manner.

|

There are a number of factors that will

affect his performance, including:

m the crowd

m his coach’s, parents' and other signifi-

cant others’ expectations (including

that generated by the intense p cov-

erage)
m his personal aims
m the importance of the event

All of these could cause Murray to
become anxious, which will inhibit his
performance.

To win the title, he will need to control
any negative thoughts and focus entirely
onbeating Nadal — a difficult task in this
situation. Arousal will affect Murray in a
different way from you or me. It is spe-
cific to the individual — some thrive on it
and need to be ‘psyched up', others need
to control it. Murray will base his arousal
onbeing at the optimum for the match in
relation to the inverted-U theory (see
Figure 1). He will not want to be under-
or over-aroused since both of these con-
ditions will lead to a decrease in his level
of performance.

Murray's optimum arousal level will
be determined by a number of factors:
m The nature of the task — complex
skills or those with fine muscle move-
ments require lower arousal levels
than gross or simple skills. Tennis

falls into both categories. Fine muscle

control is needed in the hands to play

Good

Performance

aximum performance

skills
are needed to get around the court
and u
shot
m The

the variety of shots, but gro

the body to put power into the

performe 1 level —

Murray will be at the highest lev

the g 1 so should be able to

ne a

cope with higher levels of arousal

because his movements are

autonomous.
m The

extroverts are better able to cope with

performer's personality —

higher arousal levels. Murray loves
playing in front of a crowd and is ani-
mated on court, so he should handle
increased arousal levels.

During the final, Murray will be
aiming to be ‘in the zone’, wherein his
movements will become effortless and
automatic and he will be able to select
the correct cues (attentional narrowing)
and make quick decisions. This will
enable him to focus on the task and
avoid distractions, leading to a better
performance. Avoiding distractions and
concentrating on the specific task links

into social facilitation.

Key term ‘ |

Zone of optimal functioning The unigue
level of arousal for each athlete, which
allows him/her to perform with maximum

effort and concentration

- Poor performance
8 4

Poor
Low Moderate High
(under-aroused) (optimally aroused) (over-aroused)

Emotional arousal
Figure 1The inverted-U theory (Yerkes and Dodson 1908)
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Social facilitation

The difference betw

failure for Mu

could come down to how w

copes

t

with the pr re of competing 1n

of the Centre Court crowd and the mil-

lions around the world watching on

television. This could lead to over-

arousal and a decrease in pe rforma
or he may be motivated by being
watched — allowing him to reach a level
he never thought possible. How he

deals with the presence of others could

be the key to winning

monmm:mn::mzoz?oi::m;om o:rm
presence of others having a positive
effect on performance. The 0pposite 1S
social inhibition.

Murray is playing at a high level of
performance and so the presence of
others should lead to an increase in
arousal and therefore an increased
probability of the dominant response
occurring. He is at the autonomous
stage of learning, SO the dominant
response will be the correct one — that
is, he plays the right shots at the right
time. However, because he has the
chance to be the first British men’s
winner for three-quarters of a century,
there will be more pressure on him and
this might alter the effect that those
watching have on him. Murray's trait
anxiety, his personality, previous expe-
riences, the knowledge and status of
those watching, and the nature and
proximity of the crowd will affect his
social facilitation. At wimbledon he will
have the ‘home advantage' — the crowd
will be behind him and he willhave less
travel time. However, fie must use this
to his advantage and not let it increase
the pressure on him.

Attributions

During the course of the match there
will be numerous occasions when attri-
butions come into play. It is vital that
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of performance to the appropri

cause. When

s a point with a
passing shot down the line, he needs to

atribute this to his abl

internal attribution), where

I
extert

nts that are lost must be put down to

_unstable attributions (e.g.

lucky shot by Nadal). Murray could also

attribute failures to internal, unstable
factors, such as lack of effort on his part.
At no time should he blame something
on task difficulty, for example Nadal
being better than him, or that he does
not have the skills to win. This would
doubt his ability
to win and make the task all the more

difficult.

sause him  to

Self-serving bias The tendency to

attribute successes 10 internal factors and |
failures to external influences.

|
|

Murray lost to Nadal in the 2008
Wimbledon championships but he must
put that match behind him and focus on
positive experiences

Stress management

The ultimate key to Murray

nning
Wimbledon will be how well he controls

and utilises all the above factors. His

state anxiety (anxiety related to

at dif

cific situation) will v

times leading up to and during the final.
He could employ various techniques to
lower arousal levels and enable him to
compete at the highest possible level.
There are two broad categories:
Cognitive methods, which include:

m Thought-stopping — if Murray starts

to worry or begins to doubt

ability
he can use a cue, action or word to redi-
rect his attention to positive thoughts

u Self-talk — this involves developing
positive thoughts about a performance.
Murray will aim to stop negative
thoughts and replace them with posi-
tive ones. If he loses a point, he might
say to himself, ‘don’t worry, I've prac-
tised for this and have the ability"

® Imagery — forming a mental picture
of a successful performance. For
Murray this might be imagining himself
playing well and making the correct
shot in a variety of situations. This
could be done in the days leading up to
the final as well as during the change of
ends. It will provide him with positive
past experiences but has to be practised,
in the same way as he will practise his
tennis strokes.

Somatic methods, which include:

m Breathing control, probably during
the breaks, to help him redirect his
attention to the task in hand if his
increased arousal levels have led to a
deterioration in his performance.

m Relaxation involves decreasing the
tension in muscles. This will be espe-
cially useful for Murray in the days and
hours leading up to the final. It may be
less effective during the final as it may
lead to under-arousal.

The final way in which Murray could
control his anxiety is by goal setting.
He needs to be setting himself targets
both prior to the match and throughout

the match, in agreement with his coach.
It might be winning the next point, get-

in, or making sure his

ting the firstserve
return forces Nadal to play ashot. During

the course of the match, Murray's goals

will be short-term and process- and per-
*,ﬂ::E::‘wS.:ﬂ:E?,P to enable him to
play better and focus on his own tech-
nique and performance rather than that

of Nadal.

Summary

This article aims to highlight that there
are a multitude of factors that have an
effect on elite performers. Some of
them have only been touched upon but
the article should help to provide a syn-
optic overview of much of the sports
psychology that is vital to being an elite
performer. This is in addition to being
vg,,m:,\u:%, technically and tactically
prepared for the sport. There is no
doubt that Murray has the capabilities
to win Wimbledon but so much of
whether he does or not will depend on
wmu\n:&omwoﬁ factors.

Leading sports psychologist Bill
Beswick believes that at least 50% of
being an elite performer is down to atti-
tude and mental approach. Hestates that
2 winning mentality is caused by the ath-
lete having the correct attitude in the
first place. If a player's attitude is right,
the required performance will follow.
The legendary baseball player and coach
for the New York Yankees between 1946
and 1985 Yogi Berra went even further
when he said, ‘baseball is 90% mental,
the other half is physical" This could be
applied to all sports and emphasises the
importance of psychology to perfor-

mance.

Exam-style questions

Now have a go at the sample exam ques-
tions on all the topics covered in this
article. These questions aim to increase
your understanding of the concepts.
Some of the answers can be found in
the article but a number of answers

require you to do some independent

arch from your notes, your text-

Hooks and on the internet
1 1dentify and explain briefly the
three components of attitude.

4 marks)

2 Describe how ecach of the compo-

pents you have identified in
Question 1 might be used to change
attitude. (3 marks)

3 Explain what you understand by
the term self-efficacy. (2 marks)

4 What strategies could a coach
employ to improve the self-efficacy
of a performer? (6 marks)

5 Explain briefly the drive and
inverted-U theories of arousal and

compare their effectiveness 11
describing the relationship between
arousal and sporting performance
in differing tasks. (7 marks)

6 A swimmer is able to achieve qual-
training, but

ifying times in

underperforms in competitions.
Explain this discrepancy in terms of
social facilitation theory. (4 marks)

7 What effect may competing in
front of his/her own supporters and
in a familiar pool have on a swim-
mer's performance? (4 marks)

8 The following table contains
Weiner’s dimensions of attribution,
which are used to help explain suc-

cess or failure.

(a) Give an example of each of the
categories, represented by the letters
A,B,CandD, for a sprinter who loses
when competing at an opponent’s
home venue. (4 marks)

(b) The same sprinter has another
race at the same venue in a month’s
time. Which of the attributions

could he/she change in order to bring

A few weeks after Wimbledon 2008,
Murray beat Nadal to win the US Open

New York

about a successful outcome? Justify
your answer in terms of the dimen-
sions of attribution. 3 marks)

9 Research on athletes has found
d

anxiety and cognitive state anxiety

ering effects of somatic state

on performance. Define and then
comment on the levels of somatic
state anxiety and cognitive state
anxiety that an athlete might expe-
rience leading up to and during a
major competition. (3 marks)
10 Explain, with appropriate exam-
ples, how an athlete can control
cognitive anxiety. (4 marks)

(Answers on p. 21)
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