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1. Introduction 

In modern top-level sport, the possi
bilities for improvemenl in perfor
mance trough conditioning, technique 
or tactics have almost been exhausted. 
In athletics nowadays, goal-oriented 
preparation for a competiiion, 
resistance to stress and the ability to 
concentrate completely on the event are 
frequently imporlant prerequisites for 
success. 

There are many faclors which may 
prevent the achie\ement of an expected 
high performance in competiiion. For 
example, lhc pressure and stress caused 
by competitive anxiety, by the pressure 
of being the "favourite", by the 
presence of a "bogey opponent" or by 
financial dependence on the result can 
oficn negatively influence competitive 
performance. In these cases an athlete's 
objective "performance capacity" is in 
confiici with his or her sulijeclive as
sessment of the situation. If these two 
componenis are not congruent, inhibi
tions in the psycho-physical system 
occur. 

In modern alhlelics, and spon in 
general, ii is therefore importanl to 
train not only lechno-niolor perfor
mance capacity, but also psycho-
regulative competence. The maxim 
should no longer be thai the coach is 
responsible for conditioning, lechnique 
and tactics, while ihe athlete is respon
sible for performance. Psychological 
stability and stress resislance can be 
learned. They must, however, be 



learned in close conneclion with per
formance oplimization through train
ing and this is one of the primary tasks 
of pratical sport psychology. 

2. Scientific research in athlelics 

Athletics is an atlraelive field for 
sport science research, as it a con
glomeration of a variety of events. In 
the combined events, for example, 
many different demands are made of 
the alhlete, while in ihe relays group-
dynamic processes are triggered. 
Research is generally conducted along 
the following lines: 

1 - Demand profiles of the various 
alhletic events, in the form of capacity 
and skill profiles, have been made to 
simplify the selection of alhletes for 
certain events. 

2 - Thc suitability of skill acquisition 
methods for a particular event is 
checked, to facilitate improvement in 
performance. 

3 - Thc condilions of the framework 
required for a long-term career are 
described, to optimize the search, 
selection and development of lalened 
young athletes. 

4 - The personality struclures re
quired for certain sports are investigat
ed, and specific trails that are impor
tant for a successful alhletic career are 
registered. 

5 - Sex-specific differences are inves
tigated in order to deal wilh role expec
tations and specific conditions. 

6 - Social phenomena thai may af
fect the improvement of performance 
and competitive success, e.g. the me
dia, sponsors, professionalization or 
commercializaiion, are analysed to de
velop suitable control strategies. 

Within this research, importanl bas
ic concepts relevant to specific fields of 

application are developed. These basic 
pricniples have been used in the follow
ing observations without, however, be
ing explicitly meniioned. 

3. Some basic theoretical points for 
praciical work in Ihe field of sport psy
chology 

In the pasl, sport psychology was 
used as a "fire-extinguisher", to inter
vene when there was no other way out, 
when organizations, clubs or coaches 
were at a loss. The justification "We've 
done our best to prepare the athlele" 
meant that the balme was pul on the 
athlete. He or she had failed as a "hu
man being", which means that the 
coach did nol, or could nol, help the 
athlete to develop his or her psycholog
ical stability. 

It is now more widely understood 
thai competitive attitude, stable be
haviour and stress resislance can be 
irained. 

In the educative process of iraining 
only that which is regarded as impor
lant and promising by the coach can be 
imparted convincingly. A prerequisite 
of psychological interveniion, there
fore, is to be able to convince the ath
lete of the necessity for psychological 
iraining. Only in this way can psycho
logical training become an integral part 
of an alhlete's preparalion and, 
together with motor learning, contrib
ute to stabilization. 

Action theory describes human ac
tion as a process consisting of three 
slages. Firsl, there is an anticipation 
phase in which the athlete consciously 
assesses the available information hid
den in the setting of the task, the aclion 
and reaction patterns stored, the emo
tional feehngs, the motivational con
trol mechanisms and the shualional 
conditions, as far as their relevance for 



the forthcoming action is concerned. If 
this check signals only Uttle chance of 
success, the motor system is often not 
fully activated, or sometimes even 
blocked. 

If, however, an athlete has learned 
and effective aclivalion strategies at his 
disposal, he will show high readiness to 
achieve good performance. 

The action itself is the second slage, 
and the third stage is an evaluation 
phase wich follows the action. Athletes 
should be offered strategies for assess
ing their performances objectively. 

Competence in action is only 
achieved if both the motor and psycho-
regulative abilities or skills are deve
loped in such a way that they can be 
applied auto-regulatively in competi
tion. Here, psyco-regulative abilities in
clude strategies the athlete needs to 
cope with competitions under varied, 
often changing, conditions. 

Psychological intervention is not so 
much therapy-oriented, but rather 
communication and training centred. 
Athletes should be made aware of their 
behaviour. During conversation atten
tion can be drawn to problems and al
ternatives can be offered through 
changes in behaviour. 

In psychological training, the athlele 
is ottered meihods of coping objective
ly with load situations and of convinc
ing himself of his own worth. These 
methods help him lo cope with stress 
situations. 

4. .-^ppllcalion lo t«p-tc%i'l sp()rt 

The information presented in this 
section refers not only to athletics, but 
to top-level sport in general. Specific 
measures for athletics will be presenied 
in later sections. 

1 - Like lop level music, industrial 

managemeni and scieniific research, 
top level spon is not only defined 
through above-average skills and abili
ties, but also ihrough higher learning, 
achievement and success motivalion, 
ability to cope with stagnation and 
failure, the development of stress 
resistance and confidence in one's own 
achievement. 

2 - These psychological abilities 
often border on abnormal and patho
logical behaviour. Top-level athletes, 
however, are usually healthy and 
psycho-phsysically normal people. The 
percentage of lop-level athletes who 
react pathologically corresponds lo 
that of the normai population. 

3 - Psychology, as applied to sport, is 
iherefore based on educational princi
ples ralher than on the problems of 
clinical psychology, allhough il should 
not be ignored that some problems can 
be better approached using cUnical 
methods. Neverlhless, the basis of 
praciical sport psychology is education 
and Iraining control. 

4 - Sport-psychological counselling 
and care should start when top-level 
Iraining commences, in order to identi
fy and abolish problem behaviour right 
from the beginning. The iraining 
process should be optimized and the 
atlhete should be taught strategies that 
make target-oriented control of be
haviour possible. 

5 - The mosl imponant person in the 
framework of sport psychology is the 
coach. It is his responsability to or
ganize training and compeiition in 
such a way that an opiinal increase in 
performance is possible. 

6 - In many cases, one-sided empha
sis on the techno-molor process leads 
to an inbalance between motor and 
psycho-regulative abihties. Alhletes are 
then unable to reach optimal perfor
mance under stress conditions. 



7 - The objective of sport psychology 
is the deveiopmeni of psycho-
regulaiive strategies enabling the ath
lete to achieve optimal performances 
under rapidly varying conditions. 

8 - The following steps are necessary 
for such psycho-regulative iraining: 
a) Thc acquisition of knowledge 

aboul the significance of ihe inler-
relationship of physical and psy
chological factors for per
formance. 

b) The deveiopmeni of understand
ing that psychological behaviour 
musl be trained in the sattie way as 
motor skills. 

c) Learning the necessary psycholog
ical abilities for producing optimal 
performance in competiiion. 

d) Auio-regulaiive control of these 
abilities in different situations. 

e) Anticipatory adaptation to forih-
coming competiiion. 

0 The ability to deliberately control 
concentration and to make neces
sary changes during competition. 

5. Irjinin^ of psychological skills 

If one considers that compeiition is 
a Stressor of the first order, it becomes 
clear that an athlete can be submitted 
lo greal pressure as far as performance 
capacity is concerned. Frequently, 
negalive emotions or the fear of the 
consequences of defeat can lead lo a 
decrease in performance. 

Under such stress the athlele is hard
ly able to make correct decisions. 
Psycho-regulative competence must, 
therefore, be increased. The athlete 
must be taught strategies that help pre
vent the negalive effecis of stress or, at 
least reduce stress. Using these strate
gies, the athlete will be able lo control 
pre-competition "nerves" and stabilize 

10 competitive achievemeni. 

Normally these strategies are deve
loped in three steps: 
1 * Learning the general technique. 
2 - Adaptation to the specific needs of 
the individual alhlete. 
3 - Adaptation lo the individual, com
petition specific, situation. 

If an alhlete learns progressive mus
cle relaxation, he should master the 
method before learning his specific for
mula 10 experience optimal results. A 
target-oriented adaptation to the 
respective stimulation level is then re
quired in stress situations during im
portant competitions. 

Psychological iraining procedures 
can be divided, by objectives, into: 
a) Goal setting. 
b) Relaxation - desensitization. 
c) Warming up - activation. 
d) Anticipation - attention control. 
e) Convincing oneself of one's own 

value. 
0 Judgement - evaluation. 

Goal setting is the process of realistic 
setting of short-, medium- and long-
term goals. These are closely relaled to 
each oiher and are mutually depen
deni. Realistic goals are achievement-
oriented instead of result-oriented. 
They are closely connected to the 
respective task, certain limes or dis
tances, which means thai they can be 
irained for and calculated. Purely 
experience-oriented goals, the expecta
tions of the public and the media, 
often lead to a pressure and stress situ
ation most athletes are unable to 
control. 

An optimal attitude is achie%ed only 
when the goals set by the coach have 
become the alhlete's intrinsic goals, 
aimed ai under his own volition, and 
lowards whose achievement the athlete 
devotes all his techno-moior and 
psycho-regulative efforts. 



The less the coach controls the train
ing process the more stable Ihe goal the 
athlete has set himself becomes. 

In the relaxation process (e.g. 
learned and adptable forms of auto
genic training, progressive muscle 
relaxation, yoga, etc) an effect of 
"Fading out" takes place if. in the 
state of rela.vation, the alhlete controls 
his motor system, effective external 
stimuli are repressed. In a irained state, 
this enables the athlete to achieve the 
optimal degree of lension required for 
the respective competition. 

As there is no direci correlation be
tween relaxation and the competition 
task, many faults are made in the learn
ing and control process. An athlete can 
become uncertain and lose self-
confidence if "naive" relaxation lech
niques are no longer used and sys
tematic rela.\ation lechniques are not 
yet mastered. Only on ihe basis of an 
optimal stale of lension can the athlete 
achieve the necessary concentration. 

During the wanninng-up process, 
not only are the necessary nervous and 
motor-efferent paths innervated and 
acivivated, but ihrough these exercises 
ihe alhlete also achieves confirmation 
of his compeiition readiness and gains 
trust in his abilities. In this process of 
self-confirmation, lactical variants are 
once again tested and confirmed. The 
warming-up programme must be 
adapted to the compelilion condilions 
and should noi be too long. 

Mental aniicipalion of lhc compeli
lion, possibly including consideration 
o\' alternaiive strategies, is very impor
lani. An athlete who has prepared him
self by performing an event-specific 
menial training programme, which has 
accompanied ihe whole performance-
oriented iraining process, can adapi to 
ihe task accordingly. There is, for ex

ample, a difference in the anticipation 
of a high jumper aiiempiing 2.30m, 
depending on whether this is his first 
attempt, his lasl change, or a personal 
best performance. Although the men
tal aniicipalion of the jump is almost 
identical, different framework condi
tions aci upon ihe athlete. He must be 
prepared for the different constella
tions so that, under such stress condi
tions, he can choose the appropriate 
behaviour and performance pattern. 

Even under the mosl diffcult compe
tition conditions an athlete must be 
able to repress problems weighing on 
his mind and to build up full concen
tration by anticipating his taks. ll 
seems that there is a grow ing awareness 
of the importance of cognitive control 
of movemeni in competitive sporis. If 
shon-term, as required in the sprinis, is 
not imporlant, a latent attenlion level 
musl be mainiened so ihal the athlete 
can react to certain signal slimuli 
rapidly and precisely (e.g. sudden in
creases in speed or tactical manoeuvres 
in distance races). 

Il is not the goal of optimal anticipa
tion to preveni tlow-effects, but, when 
necessary, to regain full concenlration 
in competiiion by using auto-
regulaiion. 

The affirmation of one's own worth 
should be the resull of a target-oriented 
psychological preparalion. The de
velopment ofa positive attitude toward 
competition is characierized by the 
statement "1 can" as a starling poinl 
and later "1 wani to ". An exclusively 
externally set "you must — I must" 
usually leads to a psycho-physical ten
sion thai prevents optima! per
formance. 

Intrinsic motivation should clearly 
have priority. Although commerciali
zation leads to a broad level of high- tl 



quality performance, it does not 
produce absolute elite performance. 

Competiiion assessment should not 
be reslricled to the analysis of faulls, 
but should also make motives, deci
sions and behaviour more readily ap
parent. In this way faulty bahaviour 
can be analysed and psychological in
tervention can lake place. Here, partic
ular attention should be paid lo attri
bution and the effective consequences 
of winning and losing. 

6. Psvchdlii^ical inlcrvenliim 

Psychological intervention can have 
two forms: 
1 - The athlete's behaviour can be ana
lysed in order to abolish difficulties 
and to develop a stable compelilion be
haviour. 
2 - The conditions of the forthcoming 
compelilion can be analysed in order 
to identify specific problems and 
meihods of how lo handle them. 

In both cases, the objective strategies 
learned in psychological training will 
be used in order lo avoid disturbances. 

This is not the place lo deal wilh 
specific psychological problems of in
dividual alhletes, e.g. competitive anxi
ety, lack of self-confidence, problems 
caused by injuries, anorexia nervosa, 
pre-slan anxiety, bogey opponents, 
fear of failure, inability lo deal with the 
role of favourite. In the following, only 
general forms will be discussed. It 
must, however, be stressed that success
ful meihods have been learned and 
tested in iraining. If a cenain melhod is 
used in competition for the first time, 
it has often a conlrary, irritating effect. 

It is the objective of arousal control 
to achieve an optimal attitude to com-

12 petition. 

In stress-management iraining, criti
cal points of an athlete's behaviour in 
previous competitions are analysed, 
e.g. the inability to counter tactical 
manoeuvres in distance running. A 
few, but effective, alternative be
haviours are tested and used in 
practice. 

The athlete musl have at his disposal 
mental programmes that help him lo 
deal wilh threatening situations in 
competition. 

By using the method of establishing 
intention using slaiements, learned be
haviour patterns lo control certain situ
ations will be called into action. The 
so-called "Regulative Method for the 
Decathon" developed by Knab an 
Bergmann can serve as an example. For 
the sprints the following statements are 
used: 
1 - "Concentrate intently on the start" 
2 - "The start is explosive, and fast, 
fast, fast" 
3 - "My running is relaxed and rapid" 
4 - "1 still have more lo give" 

The learning of optimal behaviour be
iween competitions. 

Between the individual events in the 
Combined Events, a reIa.xation and ac
tivation method can be used to mobi
lize all energy for the forthcoming 
competiiion. 

As it is difficult for the coach to 
communicate with the athlete during 
major competitions, all lechniques 
musl be perfected to such an extent 
that they can be used auto-regulatively. 

It is imporlant that the alhlete learns 
lo control his emotions so that he can 
take bolh cognitive and concentrative 
counter-measures if necessary. Group 
cohesion, i.e. mutual support during 
competitions, is also very important. 



7. Summary 
The focus of this arlicle has not been 

on situation specific problems, e.g. fear 
of indoor compeihions; athletic de
mand profile, and even less has been 
said about personality specific difficul
ties of individual aihlcles. The objec
tive was, rather, to presenl the psycho
logical training and Intervention 
programme for competitive athletics. 
Psychological diagnoslics have been 
neglected as ihey can only be discussed 
using individual cases. 

The emphasis has been on the 
methods of learning the specific psy
chological skills that enable an athlele 
to control his or her menial state and 
behaviour using auto-regulation. In 
conclusion, however, I would like to 
reemphasize that these skills should be 
learned completely, then tested and 
checked in iraining. Only those psycho
logical skills which have been learned, 
practiced and conlrolled systematically 
can be used successfully in competi
tion, n 
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