USING YOUR HEAD:

Psychology is a little hobby of mine and I've done a lot of reading about it and have talked to people about it as well in other sports.  For some reason when you bring up psychology or mental issues with people or athletes they tend to get a little uncomfortable. I have noticed that it’s almost a taboo subject for a lot of people and in my opinion much to the determent of their athletic pursuits.

Athletes who tend to be able to push themselves to the extreme tend to have type (A) personalities, I know about this because I have one. It is a necessary trait for good or great athletes or people who are successful in practically anything to have driven personalities, otherwise we wouldn't be able to achieve what we do. Unfortunately, one of the downsides is that type A personalities are also prone to anxiety and sometimes even depression.  I recall having had a really interesting talk with Wally Maseur (Tennis pro and coach of the Australian Davis cup team) about this and he told me that they have a lot of trouble with the top tennis pros having anxiety problems before matches and even in general life, and I guess when you think about it, it’s pretty understandable. Serotonin is the” wellbeing and coping” chemical in the brain that gets depleted from job stress, family stress, life stress, physical stress (including weird diets), party drugs and I don’t think it’s much of stretch to assume that training and racing fall into that category. In my opinion, this is what gives you the PRD or post race depression syndrome. Some experts are theorizing that athletes are depleting it when they race and it takes a while to regenerate especially after Ironman events. Anyone who has had the high of an Ironman or great triathlon finish knows what I’m talking about here. In most cases it is followed by a pretty uncomfortable few days or even weeks of feeling a bit low.

Now of course not being a psychologist I don't have any scientific proof, just experience within the sport and the people I have coached, but I am almost 100% sure that racing and training at a high level depletes serotonin levels and can make you mentally flat. It follows then, with the brain controlling what it does, just about everything else goes flat as well. From my perspective, we as athletes and people are vastly underestimating the importance of mental preparation and positive reinforcement.

As a triathlon coach now of 9 years and a former triathlete myself, I think I’ve had a fair amount of experience in physical training for triathlon but the one thing that keeps coming to the surface for me is the importance of the athletes mental approach to training and racing. The funny thing here is that you would consider that the more serious or elite athletes would be the people who would benefit the most from mental preparation. In my experience I have found this not to be the case at all and in fact both groups tend to suffer from poor mental preparation to practically the same degree.

To embark on this sport one obviously must have a high achieving personality. From any coach’s perspective, they are employed  as a coach  to provide you with their knowledge to get you to the start line in the best condition possible, the best way they know how. But at the same time, this is your hobby and you must enjoy the ride. Ok what am I on about? "NEGATIVES" I'm not talking about certain individuals here and no one, and I mean no one, is immune from negative thought. I'm talking about the triathlon competitive community  as a whole. The one thing that a coach receives is mountains of emails or calls that are, in essence, these high achievers being pretty negative, I think most athlete coaches out there from any sport would agree with that. As busy people which all triathletes who work or train full time are, you are under the gun and it doesn't take much for thought patterns to spiral into the negative. Negative spiralling happens mostly from thinking about – outcomes-  and is a term that all psychologists use both in sport and general life. When we get stressed we tend to turn pretty small obstacles into mountains and we all need to be aware of when this is happening to us.

Now here’s a pretty good example of what I'm talking about... I have noticed over the last few years that the group I coach as a whole are pretty quiet in the base phase, but as we draw closer to races, I start to receive a lot of emails mostly about anticipations. Then as we draw within the last 4 weeks or so I start to receive a mountain of negative emails from sniffles, to unsuccessful sessions, to niggles, to bad sleep, to uncomfortable bike positions. I guess this is normal to a certain extent but the mental destructiveness of this can truly effect the way you race before you even GET to the start line after you and your coach together have done great work for weeks. If it gets bad enough it can also make you pretty sick. There are studies that show that negative thought spiralling effects energy levels and you can develop  chronic fatigue and motivation problems ie. physical symptoms. Studies have also shown that it can directly effect immune function. 

All I am saying here is that as an athlete who depends upon motivation and positive reinforcement, you need to keep your head in check and If you feel very negative then you need to do something about it. Try to turn this around. Just as with negative spiralling the mind can work in the opposite and If you do some work on looking at positives in your training / racing, STOP THINKING ABOUT OUTCOMES. And you'll find yourself training a lot better and feeling better about it. 

Just to look at a few points - If you have been training for months a few weeks sickness cannot derail a whole preparation. Now heres one I'm sure that all coaches would get a lot of,   “I had a bad training day” ?? If you train a week and you have a really bad day or two how does that couple of bad days override all the good training days that week?? We all tend to look only at the negative and not the positive. Even Lance Armstrong has terrible days training. There’s nothing you or the coach can do about it, so it's how you perceive it that makes the difference. 

Think of it like a golf pro would - when they play a bad hole they have to block that out and put all their focus into the next hole - this is the only way forward, if you let the past, or future, effect you for that matter you are going to struggle. Heres another one most coaches would hear : I did a 20min PB but I wanted to do blah blah."  ....... What IS that?? You must enjoy the small victories along the way. If you don’t acknowledge your progress along the way it’s going to be a pretty miserable experience even if you reach the top. There are no big short cuts in this sport –pay your dues, and enjoy your successes no matter how small or trivial.

In this sport / hobby it's one step at a time and consistency over time, physical AND mental, is what brings results. Short term problems shouldn't be having any effect on mental consistency -if they are, try to correct it.

Live in the now, making POSITIVE ASSESSMENTS of yourself  AND your race results

Train and race happy, crew.

Grant Giles (Aeromax coaching)

aeromaxcoach@bigpond.com

www.aeromaxteam.com 

