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V • Einotions, such OS feelings of confidence, 
fear, happiness or despondency con have a 
significant effect on an athlete's performance, 
both In training and competition. It is important 
for athletes to recognise the power of the 
emotions and use it to their advantage. The 
author suggests ways In which athletes may 
gain a better understanding of the function of 
the emothions. so as to control and harness 
them successfully. He also offers a monitoring 
tool to help athletes recognise the significance 
of their own emotions, together with guidelines 
for coaches and athletes. 

1 Introduct ion 

59 

Dr. John M. Hogg is a former national swim 
coach and feoc/ies applied sport psychology at 
the University of Alberta. Edmonton, Canada. 

If coaches and athletes need to understand 
and apply mental skills, in order to create and 
maintain ideal performance states in the long 
term, then it is also necessary to consider the 
place of the emotions in overall athletic perfor
mance. The emotions, which may be typical or 
reflective of the athlete's personality, are imme
diate responses lo expected or unexpected events 
(stimuli) that may occur. 

In the training and competitive environments, 
athletes and coaches experience a wide range of 
emotions. Some of these fall into easily labelled 
categories such as joy, enthusiasm, surprise, 
anger, fear, guilt, disappointment, disgust and 
envy. The emotions can function as great motiva
tors and are capable of generating a strong emo
tional force. It is this additional force that assists 
athletes to persist in their performance efforts 
and especially to sprint those final few metres of 
the race or to explode with that extra infusion of 
vigour. These feelings can have a profound effect 
on both the process and the outcome of perfor
mance. 

An important aspect of mental preparation 
and performance execution is the athlete's ability 
to understand the power of the emotions and to 
recognize their impulsive nature and to deploy 
them to self-advantage or to other athletes' dis
advantage. Thc main thrust of this paper is three 
fold: 

a) to provide a better understanding of the 
true nature and function of the emotions 
within the competitive framework, 

b)to develop individual strategies effectively 
to activate and harness the influence of the 
emotions and 

c) to examine a monitoring tool that may help 
each athlete recognize his or her emotional 
identity in a variety of competitive settings. 

Some guidelines for the coach and the athlete 
in their pursuit of optimum or ideal emotional 
states will also be provided. 
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2 Understanding the emotions 

Little research has been carried out in the do
main of sport on the impact of the emotions on 
athletic performance. However, some valuable 
insights have been provided by BOHERILL (1995), 
GOLEWArJ (1995). HAHN |1989), HANIN (1994), and 
VALLERAND (1984). Although there is no consensus 
as to an exact definition of an emotion, it is gen
erally regarded as o feeling that a person experi
ences in response to a particular event or hap
pening. Emotions are usually subjective in nature 
and very real for the athlete. The stimulus, how
ever, that triggers the emotion may be real or 
imagined, simply because perceptions differ from 
athlete to athlete. Emotions tend to produce a 
physiological response that at times may be diff i
cult to control (e.g., blushing when embarrassed). 
Emotions strongly influence subseguent behav
iour and may drive athletes to act impulsively 
and possibly against their better judgement. 

It should be noted that emotions are often 
used interchangeably with moods. However, 
there is a subtle difference in so far as emotions 
are usually triggered by a stimulus. Once this 
stimulus can be controlled or removed the emo
tion generally subsides or disappears. 

(Vlood states often just seem to occur and 
most times for no reason at all. An athlete can 
wake up in the morning and feel in a bad mood 
all day, or feel bad following a good performance 
for no apparent reason. Athletes and coaches 
should be sensitive to their mood states (tension, 
vigour, depression. Fatigue, confusion, anger and 
confidence) and how these can negatively or 
positively affect performance. This is particularly 
important as you move from one race/event to 
the next (e.g., heats to semis to finals). It is the 
functional or dysfunctional aspect of an emotion 
that both athlete and coach need to be aware of. 

In the same sense an emotion can be classified 
as positive or negative. For example, cognitive 
anxiety (worry or fear) may be viewed as an emo
tion. It can be perceived as negative when it 
causes undue stress or strong feelings of fear, 
possibly because the athlete is unprepared for 
competition; or it can be perceived as positive, 
when it is experienced as anticipation, eagerness, 
or excitement for an upcoming track and field 
competition, tf an athlete feels unprepared, or 
lacking in confidence, then anxiety may rise to 
uncontrollable heights and consequently have a 
negative influence upon ultimate performance. If 
an athlete feels totally physically and mentally 
prepared, then he or she will feel confident, in 
control, and yet excited about the upcoming 
competition and be more likely to enjoy a suc
cessful outcome. 

Athletes are free to make a decision [or devel
op an attitude) as to whether an emotion will 
function positively or negatively for them, both 
in the training and competitive setting. 

Athletes may experience too strong an emo
tion and consequently be more inclined to act on 
impulse. Most core or primary emotions appear 
to have more negative connotations than posi
tive ones, e.g., love, surprise, enjoyment tend to 
be associated with positive and upbeat feelings, 
whereas fear, sadness, anger, shame, disgust 
appear more negative, though this does not nec
essarily imply a debil itating effect (GOLEMAN 
1995), 

However, all the core emotions have a specific 
function or purpose. For example, anxiety experi
enced as fear, can distract the athlete from the 
complexities of the task. This would likely resull 
in a less than ideal performance. In other words, 
anxiety would have a debilitating effect on per
formance. Or alternatively, anxiety or fear can 
positively remind or influence the athlete to 
focus on the task more sharply or be more 
planned in his or her preparations and so en
hance the performance. In this sense, anxiety 
would have a facilitative effect or\ performance. 

It is interesting to note that harboring a posi
tive or negative emotion for extended periods of 
time will produce different physical and mehtal 
effects. Emotions perceived in a positive way will 
tend to create greater harmony in the autonomic 
nervous system, increase the efficiency of the cir-
culo-respiratory system and boost the immune 
system response. 

Positive emotions elicit positive attributional 
patterning or self-talk and provide for a sharper 
focus of attention. There is an increase in overall 
body and attitudinal self-management as a con
sequence. Additional energy is released and it is 
this emotional force that can be harnessed and 
used to advantage by the performing athlete. 

On the other hand, emotions perceived in a 
negative way will tend to create heart rhythms 
that inhibit brain functions, resulting in slower 
reaction responses. Negative emotions also place 
an unnecessary strain on the cardio-vascular sys
tem. Negative feelings often impair decision 
making, preoccupy or dominate thinking and 
invariably lead to ineffective or destructive attr i
butions aboul performance. Negative emotions 
also release an energy that could be harnessed to 
the athlete's advantage in a spirited effort to 
turn events around rather than allowing Ihem to 
destroy performance. 

The emotions can also be experienced strongly 
or intensely to such an extent that they activate 
the athlete to optimum states of performance or, 
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alternatively, they may overpower athletes unex
pectedly, or in such a way thai they feel hopeless 
or apathetic about performance. 

Each competitive situation or event may call 
for a very precise level of emotional intensity, 
whether high, moderate or low. For example, a 
track athlele may want to experience high levels 
of self-pride immedialely before and during the 
race. This pride may boost self-confidence. How
ever, these levels should nut be so high (over-
confidence) as to cause the athlete to lose focus 
and perform poorly. The athlete needs to learn to 
manage all possible emotions, by the use of spe
cial emotional coping or intervention strategies. 
Both athlete and coach need to be aware of the 
athlete's ideal emotional state and to manipulate 
the emotions, so Ihat they are positive and func
tional and of such an intensity as lo safeguard or 
elicit best performance. 

Finally, all athletes experience the emotions 
thai accompany performance evalualion by Ihem-
selved or by others. Naturally an athlete can 
expect to be disappointed, or even frustrated, if a 
race, throw or jump is not up to par or the per
formance goals are not met. The emotions invari
ably occur automatically and before the athletes 
have had the opportunity fully to appraise their 
results. 

The emotions are often triggered before the 
performance by expected or unexpected occur-
encess as, for example, programme delays or dis
ruptions, racing conditions, media intrusion, sud
den pre-event sickness; or, durmg performance, 
by the behaviour of other competitors; or, post-
performance, by negative evaluations. These inci
dences may heighten the emotional responses to 
a point where Ihey are difficult to control, pre
cisely because thc athlete is so distraught, fhe 
emotions should not necessarily be suppressed (as 
has been taught in the past), but allowed to hap
pen or be expressed in an acceptable way. 

It may be helpful during performance to ak the 
athlete to step out of the circle if the athlete is 
experiencing difficulties with excessive emotional 
forces, and to apply a calming, relaxing strategy, 
before stepping back into the circle to continue 
with the performance, This may be a useful way 
of releasing tension, especially in field events, 
(RAVI?ZA/HAMSON 1995), 

It is important to know the difference between 
feelings and reactions and lo be able to contain 
any undesirable impulses. The competitive event 
can be charged wilh its own emotional atmos
phere, which can either engulf the athlete lo the 
point of indecision, or provide an extra emotional 
sting or edge to the performance. However, the 
athlete must learn to respond to the emotions 
without overreacting and to channel any physio

logical or mental energies they might elicit into 
even greater performance efforts. These addi
tional forms of energy eould prove lo be an alh
lete's best resource in a difficull or challenging 
situation, as, for example, when changing the 
pace nf a race. 

3 Harnessinq thc emotions to 
advaiiUige 

There are two important prerequisites to emo
tional control. The first is the ability to recognize 
personal emotions that positively or negatively 
influence performance. At the same time. It is 
advanlageous to be aware of ideal emotional in
tensities that enhance or undermine performance 
in a variety of competitive settings. Naturally the 
types of emotions, as well as their intensity levels, 
will differ, depending on whether it is the World 
Championships, Olympic Games or a local track 
and field invitational meeting, A particular emo
tion may help the athlete function exiremely 
well in one competition but have a disastrous 
effect in the case of another. 

Similarly, alhletes should perceive an emotion 
as a potential resource that can actually lift their 
performance to a higher level. They need lo be 
truly conscious of all the emotions that influence 
performance, and be able to analyse accurately 
the events leading up to them, as well as their 
functioning or debilitaling effects. 

The second prerequisite is the strong belief 
that it is possible lo exercise a certain amounl of 
control over the emotions, to use their energy to 
advantage, to increase or reduce their intensity 
and to change them simply by reappraising their 
function. Some athletes do this quite naturally, 
while others have to learn and regularly practice 
the emotional skills. If athletes need to be self-
aware of their emotions and what triggers them, 
then they also need to develop a balance be
tween their perceptions of the appropriate emo
tional situation and the degree to which they 
think they can control the situation, Ihey need to 
recognize that they can acquire the necessary 
resources (skills and intervention strategies) to 
cope with the emotions and exert some, if not 
complete control, depending on how strong the 
emotion is. 

The track and field athlete who knows which 
emotions enhance performance, and can spot the 
events Ihat trigger them, will also know what to 
expect and, consequently, be in a better state of 
emotional control to execute a successful perfor
mance. Athletes will also be prepared to cope 
wi lh unexpected emotions, especially if they 
know they possess the necessary coping 
resources. The most reassuring affirmation any 
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athlete can make is: "It's okay. I have a plan to 
cope I" 

Some suggested sleps to help the athlete to 
harness the emotions are: 

•first, reflect on good and not so good track 
or field perfort-t-ionces and identify and label 
all associated feelings: These should be com
mitted to paper: 

•second, assess the degree of intensity with 
which these feelings were experienced: 

• third, recognize the thoughts and behaviours 
these emotions produced and evaluate how 
effective or ineffective these were in terms 
of ultimate performance. 

Armed wilh this informalion the athlete and 
coach can now determine which emotions need 
to be in place for this level of competition, to 
what intensity, and which strategies or interven
tions will ensure their presence. The timely use of 
the basic mental skills may help the athlete cope 
with the expected emotional responses. For ex
ample, thought stopping and reframing (cogni
tive restructuring) can help the athlete look at 
the intrusive happening, thought or feeling in a 
different light. Irrational perceptions may lead to 
debilitating emotional states but they can also be 
swiftly reappraised, so that they cause little dam

age and can even be used to advantage. The use 
of performance cue words to maintain focus will 
ensure the presence and functioning of the 
appropriate emotions. 

Equally, relaxation techniques (e.g. controlled 
breathing exercises) are effeclive strategies lo 
use when emotions are too strong (HoGG 1995a). 
Creative subjective imagery (creating the right 
feelings from within) can also be employed to 
create a desired emotional slate. Imagery exercis
es can also be used to simulate emotional states, 
so that the coping skills can be rehearsed so as to 
address both expected and unexpected events. 
Distraction strategies (e.g. reading, computer 
games, socializing, listening to music, watching 
movies, etc.) often divert attention away from 
unwanted emotional states. Athletes should 
either engage in activities which they know bring 
on thc appropriate mood state, particularly prior 
to compeiition or, alternatively, engage in activi
ties that are, as least, unlikely to result in inap
propriate mood states. 

Athletes should be able to recognize whether 
or not the existing levels of emotion are helping 
or hindering their performance. This skill will 
develop over time. However, elite track and field 
alhletes need to raise feelings of confidence, en-

Happiness 

Love 

A response to pleasing events: 
Enjoy ment: joy: relief: conlenlmanli 
delight: gratification: interest: desire: pnOe: 
ttmll: raplure: amusemont: peaceful: 
relaxed: puiposelul: rested: oveqoyed: 
ctioertui: charged: c i m ; composed 

Surprise 
A c c e p t a n c e : rncnd l i r tess : t rus t : 
kindness: aHinily dQvotKjn: adCJfalian; 
inlaluatron: caiE: dGletmined: alerl: 
ssf-conndont vigoirHis: energetic: 
amhuGlaatic 

A response to the unexpec ted : 
shock; astonishment; wonder 
Eurayrement: excHact activated: anlmaled 

7 p r imary bas ic EMOTIONS 

Disgust/Contempt 
(Goleman 1995) 

Fear 
A response lo somelhirig alfonsiui! 
disdain: avorsion. scam: regrol: 
abtioiTsnc?. revulSHKi d is t^ ie : shame: 
guiH: embarrassmenl: remorse 

A response l o excessure s t ress: 
anx ie ty : n e r v o u s n e s s : 'ear : c o n c e r n : 
cons te rna t i on ; d read ; f r ight ; terror : 
nUsgivinQS: appretiension', pliDtMa: worried: 

Sadness Anger 
A response to unhappy üv^nis ui significant 
losses: 
gnel" sorrow: cheerlessness: distress: gloom; 
motancholy: knetirHiss: clejocbon despair 
depression: Be«. CHty 

A resoonse l o v igorous ac t ion ; 
lury- outrage, resenimcnl wa ih : eiasperatton: 
indignalion veiotioii. aniinosiiv: annoyanctt: 
irmabtlity: hoslilily: hatred; oggresEion: 
aroused: intense: cravohed: edgy 

Figure 1: The primary emotions and associated feelings 
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thusiasm, and commitment in the face of set
backs and performance disappointments. There 
are times when it is necessary to lower the inten
sity level of feelings. Good performers will gradu
ally learn to remain optimistic on al! occasions, 
siinply because they know they have the resources 
to cope, and to harness the appropriate emo
tions. 

Athletes must also be sensitive to the thoughts 
and behaviours that both trigger and accompany 
the various emotional states they experience dur
ing a competition. Cognitive appraisal, which 
tends to precede the emotional response, plays a 
significant role in understanding the emotions. 
What kind nf thoughts elicit different emotions 
and what effect do they have on one's attribu
tional patterning? Are the athletes' perceptions 
of what is happening accurate or should they be 
reappraised, if performance is to be safeguarded? 
Emotions can change behaviour from deliberate 
and controlled to impulsive and detrimental. 
Planned routines and strategies may help ath
letes establish an emotional balance, especially if 
they perceive that they possess the resources to 
create and maintain the ideal emotional state. 

4 Establishing emotional idcntil"y 

HANIM/SYRJA (1995a; 1995b) recognized the 
importance of identifying all the emotions that 
come into play during competition or when ath

letes are attempting to reach: their zone of opti
mal functioning. Each athlete experiences differ
ent emotions prior to, during and immediately 
following performance, with more or less intensi
ty, a\Mi with positive nr negalive tendencies. The 
first step suggests Ihat athletes need to be emo
tionally aware of themselves. Here are some sug
gestions: 

Figure 1 identifies the seven primary emotions 
based on GOLEMAM (1995), along with some im
portant associated emotions. 

Firstly, athletes should examine these emotions 
closely and write down any additional feelings 
that they may have experienced before, during or 
after a high quality training session or conipeti-
ticin. 

Secondly, they should reflect nn their best and 
worst performances, paying special attention to 
the emotions experienced. Whether positive or 
negative, and to what level of inlensity. 

Thirdly, they should identify up to five positive 
(a-e in Figure 2] and five negative (f-j in Figure 2] 
emotions that are regularly associated with suc
cessful performance and then do the same for a 
less than successful perforrnance. 

Fourthly, they can record the prioritized emo
tions, whether negative or positive on Chart 1 in 
Figure 2 (Ideal Emotional States) and indicate 
their intensity, using a range from 1 [barely de
tectable) to 7 (maximum). The same can be done 

TABLE 1 
Example of an elite track athlete's 

emotional identity 

Chart 1: Ideal or Optimal Emotional 
States 

TABLE 2 
Example of an elite runner's less than 

ideal emotional state 

Chart 2: Dysfunctional or Disruptive 
Emotional States 

Intensity Range: Intensity Range: 
Manmiim Possible 7 

Vety Hitih 

h ^ i 

Very Low 

LrBly Delsclalile 

Maxlfnum Possible 7 

Very High 

H ^ 

Veiy Low 

Barely Detectable 1 

Figure 2: Example of emotional states 
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on Chart 2 in Figure 2 (Disruptive Emotional 
Slates), 

An example of an elite track athlete's emotion
al states is illustrated in Figure 2, Tables 1 and 2. 
and the tool and instructions are presented in 
Appendices 1 and 2. Bolh charts will serve as a 
reminder of ideal emotional states that should 
be in place for successful performance. 

5 Some cjuiclclines fcir lhc co^ch 

As coaches you should be aware of and under
stand the impacl of your own emotions on the 
overall performance process. You should under
stand the meaning and function of each core 
emotion and transfer this knowledge and appre
ciation to each of your athletes. Help your ath
letes face up to and appreciate the presence of 
negative feelings or mood states before, during 
and after competition and encourage them to 
use their energies to advantage while other per
formers are unable lo. Observe the athletes' capa
bilities and limitations in controlling their emo
tional responses and be prepared to discuss their 
own feelings. Teach the athleles to be optimistic 
and never doubt their ability to exert some influ
ence on their emotions. Simulale situations in 
training in which athletes might learn to improve 
their ideal emotional states and always reward 
sincere efforts. 

Explain to young athletes the influence their 
emotions can have over their performances but, 
equally, the power that they can exert to use the 
emotional forces to their advantage. Look for 
opportunities to expand each individual athlete's 
resources for harnessing the emotions to create 
and maintain emotional balance. Be observant of 
any tell tale signs or symptoms indicating that 
the athlete may be emotionally drained or men
tally exhausted. Check any undue stresses, irregu
lar relaxation, rest and sleep patterns, changes in 
nuiriiion, sudden losses of confidence and con
centration. 

Be aware particLdarly of your own emotional 
responses, which tend to be the result of your 
particular coaching style and understand how 
these may affect your athleles. You may be the 
cause of disruptive thoughts and emotions in the 
training and competitive setting. Understanding 
and coping with your emotions as well as those 
of your athletes arc important skills for fine tun
ing performance during mental preparation. 

6 Some guidelines For the a lh lc le 

Both positive and negative emotions have a 
strong influence on athletic performance. Emo
tions may be too intense and unmanageable, or 
not tense enough, so that yuu are left feeling 

uninspired or disinterested in the outcome. You 
should be fully aware of your emotional responses 
and whether they go too far or not far enough. 
Recognize which emotions you are able to con
trol and those with which you have difficulty, 

Deiermine how an emotion funciions or dys
functions for yctu, When looking for solutions or 
strategies, endeavour to divorce yourself from 
your emotional state and step outside of yourself 
to control any irrational beliefs. You may need 
specialized help to do this effectively. Always aim 
to verbalize your feelings. This may help you bet
ter understand their function. 

When emotionally upset, take care nol to make 
the mistake of identifying emotional feelings 
with physical ones. Be cautious of being pressed 
into hasty decision making when in a less than 
ideal emotional stale, and especially if there is a 
danger of your decisions being inconsistent with 
your long term goals. Let go of all low energy 
emotions or those Ihat lend to drag you down 
consistently (e.g., prolonged sadness or frustra
tion over your performance). Rather, entertain 
the more energizing emotions (be optimistic and 
upbeat). Respond quickly to your emotions so 
that they do not overpower you. 

Practise emotional control in training. For ex
ample, when a coach shows dissatisfaction with 
your running times and asks you to repeat the 
training set again, contain your natural frustra
tion by realizing that the coach is only expressing 
his or her belief that you can do belter. Redirect 
this emotional energy and run faster! It may be 
helpful for you to recognize emotions function
ing or dysfunctioning in fellow competitors and 
to use this information Io your advantage. 

In the absence of a planned approach the emo
tions may prove to be too distracting and over
whelming. Emotional preparation and manage
ment would suggest an acute awareness of the 
emotions and the ability to cope instantly with 
their anticipated effects. Avoid being emotionally 
drained by simply preparing fully for your perfor
mance. 

7 Summary 

The emotions represent the final, and perhaps 
most pivotal factor in athletic performance. 
Great achievers are often differentiated by their 
'drive', 'heart', or 'fire' as well as their 'focus' and 
ability to be 'cool under pressure'. These attribut
es mark the athletes who are able to harness thc 
emotions effectively and direct their energy into 
the performance. They are able consistently to 
achieve their ideal emotional state. 

Achieving the 'emotional advantage' begins 
wi th the skill of self-awareness. It must be 
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realised that each athlete has a unique set of opti- to create, maintain and modify their emotional 
mal performance emotions. Once this awareness slate to suit the occasion and their own individ-
is acquired, athletes can take the necessary sleps ual needs. 
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How the emotions exert an influence depends, 
to a large degree, on how each athlele appraises 
his or her circumstances. Athleles should be as
sured that they can exercise some control over 
their emotions ihrough their thoughts. This con
trol can maximize performance and allow ath
letes to gain perspective and appreciation of 
their experiences in sport. 

The emotions are part of what makes each per
son unique. They colour experiences and define 
triumphs and tragedies. By respecting their influ
ence and exercising some influence over ihem. 
athletes can modify the quality of their experi
ence, both in sport and in all other aspects of 
their lives, 
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Instructions for the completion of Chart 1 and Chart 2 

Find a quiet place and reflect on your best 3 performances. Mentally recall the details of these 
performances, paying special attention to the feelings or emotions that you experienced 
before and during the performances, bolh positive and negative. 

Use Table 1 to help you identify and select the five most important positive emotions thai you 
associate with your best performance. Feel free to add and identify any other positive items 
not appearing in Table 1 that you feel enhance your performance. 

Use Table 2 to help you identify and select the five most important negative emotions that 
you associate with your best performance in an enhancing or functional way. 
Now mentally recall the details of your 3 worst performances paying special attention to those 
feelings or emotions whether positive or negative that you experienced before and during Ihc 
performances. 
Use Tables 1 and 2 to identify both positive and negative items that you feel disrupt or distract 
from your best performance. Feel free to add any items not listed. 
Use your PERSONAL PROFILE CuAm l (labelled Ideal Emotional States) and record your 5 positive 
and 5 negative emotions associated with your best performances in space provided a) to e) 
positive and (f) to (j) negative. 
Use the intensity shown on Chart 1 as 1 [barely detectable) to 7 (maximum) and plot a range 
for each of the 5 emotions selected that you experience when performing at your best. 
Now use Chart 2 (labelled dysfunctional or disruptive emotional states) and record your 5 pos
itive and 5 negative emotions associated with your worst performances in space provided. 
Again using the intensity scale shown on Chart 2 (1-7) plot a range for each of the 5 positive 
and 5 negative emotions that you experience when performing at your worst. 

AppendlK 2: Creating the Ideal emotional formula or identity 
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