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Establishing a Solid Foundation
Learning to coach for the Inner Edge begins with the basics. The first six chapters in Part 1 are designed

to provide you with a solid foundational understanding of sport psychology. In the first chapter, the field of
sport psychology is explained as it relates to coaching effectiveness. Then, we move on to the basic topics of
coaching philosophy, motivation, communication, leadership, and team cohesion. As shown below in Fig-
ure 1.1, these basic topics form the building blocks needed for the Inner Edge. Your athletes gain the Inner
Edge when they are part of a program in which

• there is a consistent and effective coaching philosophy,
• motivation is nurtured and enhanced in athletes,
• communication flows easily and honestly,
• innovative leadership is provided, and
• the whole is stronger than the parts through team cohesion.

Read with an open mind. Learn from the master coaches and elite athletes who are described through-
out these chapters. Consider the ways in which you can use this knowledge in your program with your ath-
letes. Be thoughtful, innovative, and willing to move beyond your comfort zone and familiar ways of think-
ing. Get the Inner Edge!

Part
One

Communication Leadership Team Cohesion

Motivation

Coaching Philosophy

Figure 1.1 Building Blocks for the Inner Edge
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One

Chapter Preview

In this chapter, you’ll learn:
• what sport psychology is about
• how sport psychology integrates with other

sport sciences
• how the objectives of sport psychology may be

thought of as a “triad”
• about research in sport psychology that sup-

ports the triad

ichael Johnson let the pressure wash over
him as he stood on the track waiting for
the start of the 200 meter race in the

1996 Atlanta Olympic Games. The entire world
knew that he was attempting to become the first
man to strike Olympic gold in both the 200 and
400 meter races. Amazingly, Johnson seemed eager
to create more pressure for himself by confidently
stating his intention to win both races and then
appearing on the track in glistening gold shoes as a
public declaration that anything less than gold
medals in both races would be a failure. He won
the 400 meter race in Olympic record time, and
now faced his second challenge, which he wanted
the most. Later, Johnson revealed what he was
thinking at this moment: “There was pressure

from the . . . people who expect you to win . . . But
I crave [pressure]. I live for that very moment in
the blocks” (Moore, 1996, p. 30). Johnson ex-
ploded from the blocks to win the race in a world
record 19.32 seconds, a time that most track afi-
cionados would not have predicted to occur until a
few decades later.

Most all athletes have experienced the intoxi-
cation of peak performance in sport, although
most of us will not achieve our peak perfor-
mances in the Olympic Games as did Michael
Johnson. Sport arouses passion and competitive
intensity in us because we all have at least briefly
experienced being in the zone or performing at a
level commensurate with our physical and mental
potential. What a feeling it is to experience this
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zone where performance seems so automatic and
even effortless! However, it is far more typical for
athletes to perform when they are not in this auto-
matic, optimal performance zone. This requires
athletes to be mentally skilled, to focus effectively
and manage their thoughts, emotions, and actions
during competition. The goal for any athlete is to
perform optimally, whether that involves perform-
ing in the zone or being mentally skilled to perform
well when things are not automatically clicking. The
quest to understand, and help athletes achieve, opti-
mal performance in sport has spawned the various
sport sciences, or areas of systematic study and re-
search, such as sport physiology, sport biomechan-
ics, sport medicine, and sport psychology.

Consider how Michael Johnson used knowl-
edge from the sport sciences in achieving his peak
performance. Sport physiology was important in
designing appropriate fitness training for the spe-
cific energy demands of the 200 and 400 meter
sprint races. Sport biomechanics was important in
helping Johnson develop and refine his individual-
ized running technique, which allowed him maxi-
mum acceleration and minimum drag to enhance
his speed. Sport medicine played an important role
in providing the latest injury treatment and rehabil-
itation in his training for the Olympics. And finally,
Johnson utilized principles from sport psychology
to remain mentally tough throughout years of gru-
eling workouts, to develop and maintain a compet-
itive focus free of distraction, and to optimize his
energy level at the point of competition to enable
his mind to control his body to achieve its maxi-
mum performance.

Although sport psychology is the focus of this
book, it should be noted that all of the sport sciences
work in an integrated fashion to enhance sport per-
formance. Michael Johnson had earned his ability to
be confident based on his persistence in a sound
physiological training program. His physical and
mental energy levels were primed at their optimal
point in relation to the physiological needs of this
specific event. His competitive focus was developed
in concert with his biomechanical technique train-
ing in which he learned how most efficiently to di-
rect his attention to run using proper mechanical
form. Effective sport performance is the culmina-
tion of knowledge gained from all the sport sciences,

although our primary interest in this book is in
sport psychology.

What is Sport Psychology?
Sport psychology is the study of how individu-

als think, act, and feel when participating in sport.
Thus, sport psychologists are interested in how the
thoughts, behaviors, and emotions of athletes influ-
ence and are influenced by their sport participation.
Think about this relationship. What are examples of
ways that athletes’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors
are linked to the social context of sport? Why does
an intelligent, easy-going ice hockey player drop his
gloves and fight with an opponent on the ice? Why
do athletes believe that it’s harder to win on the
road than at home (and often let this belief affect
their performance)? Why would a talented high
school basketball player, who is being wooed by
every college coach in the country, suddenly lose
her shooting touch in the championship playoffs?

These questions all capture the psychosocial as-
pects of sport participation—which is the focus of
study in sport psychology. This simply refers to the
ways in which psychological factors (e.g., personal-
ity of the athlete) interact with social factors in
sport (e.g., competitive pressure, leadership style of
coaches, crowd size) to influence athletes and their
performance. The hockey player fights because
hockey is marketed as an aggressive sport, and
hockey players are encouraged and expected to fight
to increase fan attendance. The home advantage has
been documented in sport meaning that statistics
show that teams win more at home than on the
road. However, the home advantage has been talked
about so much by coaches and the media that ath-
letes often put themselves at a psychological disad-
vantage by believing it. This socially constructed be-
lief affects athletes’ competitive behavior in terms of
effort and confidence, which subsequently hurts
their performance on the road. The talented basket-
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Personal Plug-In
What questions do you have about the psy-
chosocial aspects of sport participation?  Iden-
tify 3-4 questions about sport psychology that
you think are the most interesting. Be cre-
ative—ask hard questions!



ball player in our example probably fell prey to
competitive stress based on the increasing pressure
of performing well to carry her team to a champi-
onship, earning a college scholarship, and gaining
the approval of her parents and coach. In other
words, the social pressures she faced influenced her
thinking, and detracted from her ability to relax and
focus on the process of playing.

Objectives of Sport Psychology:
The Triad

From a practical standpoint, three objectives of
sport psychology are presented in this chapter for
athletes and coaches. These three objectives repre-
sent a triad that emphasizes that the field of sport
psychology attempts to help athletes achieve (a) op-
timal performance, (b) optimal development, and (c)
optimal experiences in sport.

Achieving Optimal Performance

Research has shown that sport psychology inter-
ventions, or mental training, can enhance athletes’
performances in a variety of sports (e.g., Greenleaf,
Gould, & Dieffenbach, 2001; Greenspan & Feltz,
1989; Patrick & Hrycaiko, 1998; Thelwell & Green-
lees, 2001). Several of the techniques presented in
this book, such as imagery, relaxation, and purpose-
ful self-talk, have been shown to enhance athletes’
performance. At the elite level, such as the Olympics
and World Championships, a consistent finding is
that successful athletes engage in systematic mental
preparation more so than less successful athletes
(Greenleaf et al., 2001; Gould, Eklund, & Jackson,
1992a, 1992b, 1993; Gould, Guinan, Greenleaf, Med-
bery, & Peterson, 1999). In a study of professional
baseball players, mental skills were just as predictive
of batting averages as were players’ physical skills, and
for pitchers, their mental skills were more important
in predicting their success than their physical skills
(Smith, Schutz, Smoll, & Ptacek, 1995). In addition,
mental skills were predictive of players’ survival in
professional baseball two and three years later (Smith
& Christensen, 1995).

Clearly, coaches understand that athletes who
are mentally skilled in terms of confidence, coping
ability, and concentration typically perform better
than those athletes who are less mentally skilled. Re-
search supports this observation, and in addition

demonstrates that mental skills can be taught to
athletes, which in turn enhances their performance.
Thus, helping athletes achieve optimal performance
certainly is an important objective of sport psychol-
ogy. But does that mean that sport psychologists are
only concerned with performance? Absolutely not.
The two other important objectives of sport psy-
chology are helping athletes achieve optimal develop-
ment and helping athletes achieve optimal experi-
ences. Because performance (and winning) is so
important in our society, the objectives of optimal
development and experiences for athletes are often
overlooked.

Achieving Optimal Development

Earl Woods says, “If you treat your child with
admiration, respect and love, a miracle will occur”
(Reilly, 1995, p. 66). The miracle in this case is Earl’s
son—Tiger Woods—who at age 21 won the presti-
gious Masters golf tournament, and has since ful-
filled predictions that he could be the greatest golfer
of all time. In Tiger’s first big tournament as a child,
Earl took him to the first tee and said, “Son, I want
you to know I love you no matter how you do. Enjoy
yourself” (Reilly, 1995, p. 65). The rise of Tiger
Woods to stardom has been chronicled not only due
to his outstanding physical abilities as a golfer, but
also due to the unique environment in which he de-
veloped his competitive skills. His father prepared
him to handle the psychological rigors of competi-
tion, but he did it in a way that allowed Tiger to de-
velop his physical and mental skills without the
stress of disappointing or letting down his parents
which has been shown to be a source of stress for
many young athletes. And not once did his parents
ever insist that he practice. Tiger Woods developed
the internal motivation to learn and improve his
game without constant needling from his parents or
coaches.

Tiger Woods, a megastar on the professional golf
tour, represents the second objective of sport psy-
chology—optimal development. Not everyone can
become a successful and famous professional athlete
like Tiger Woods, but the field of sport psychology
attempts to help all athletes experience the optimal
development of their physical skills as well as the op-
timal development of important self-perceptions
such as feelings of self-worth and competence.
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A great deal of research in sport psychology sup-
ports the importance of optimal development as an
important goal for sport psychology. This research
indicates that by focusing on personal development,
individuals can enhance the quality of their sport
participation. Children join sport teams to develop
skill, have fun, and be with their friends (Lee, White-
head, & Balchin, 2000; Weiss & Petlichkoff, 1989).
Sure, winning becomes an important objective for
athletes at later ages, but it’s clear that kids really just
want to learn how to play. All developmental theo-
ries of motivation emphasize that children must de-
velop a sense of autonomy or ability to master phys-
ical skills to feel personally competent before they
can engage in intense social comparison such as
competition. Children lose motivation to participate
in sport when they set unrealistically high standards
usually in comparison to other athletes or when they
play only for external reasons (e.g., pleasing their
parents, winning trophies). For example, researchers
have shown that 8-12-year-old children who partic-
ipated in a mastery-oriented sport climate that em-
phasized personal improvement developed higher
skill levels and were more motivated to continue
than children who participated in a competitive-ori-
ented sport climate (Theeboom, De Knop, & Weiss,
1995). The secret to keeping kids motivated to par-
ticipate in sport is to help them to develop skills and
improve, so that later they can meet the challenges of
competition.

Many people mistakenly believe that an em-
phasis on development is important for children,
but that adults should have a more mature perspec-
tive and focus on outcomes. But this is not true!
Research has shown that one of the characteristics
of highly successful Olympic and World Champion
athletes is that they clearly define personal perfor-
mance goals for each day of training and that their
competition focus plans emphasize a task perfor-
mance focus, as compared to less successful athletes
that tend to think more about possible outcomes
and upcoming competitors (Gould, Eklund, &
Jackson, 1992a; Orlick & Partington, 1988). In
Chapter 8, you will learn how to design individual-
ized goal maps so that you can chart the develop-
mental progression of athletes in achieving their
goals in sport.

Achieving Optimal Experiences

Consider the following quotes to better under-
stand why optimal experience is an important ob-
jective in sport psychology.

“The most memorable match I ever had as a
pure tennis player, playing for the love of the game
and the competition, was a match I lost—the
Wimbledon final of 1990 against Edberg. I was
down two sets to love, I came back and had a 3-1
lead in the fifth. Eventually, I lost 6-4 in the fifth.
It isn’t important that I lost that match, because I
was on top of my game, I sensed the beauty and
joy of the game, I stuck with it through the ups
and downs and I played like a champion. That’s
good enough for me.” Boris Becker, winner of
six Grand Slam events, including three Wimble-
don titles (Becker, 1998, p. 54)

“As a white-water canoeist I discovered that
the challenge of running a river is not a conflict
between human and nature, it is a melding to-
gether of the two. You do not conquer a river, you
experience it. The calculated risk, the momentary
sense of meaning, and the intensity of the experi-
ence let you emerge exhilarated and somehow
better. It is a quest for self-fulfillment rather than
a quest for victory over others or over the river.
Many sports can be viewed in the same way. Each
experience or exploration can lead to enlighten-
ment and discovery. There is no way to fail to ex-
perience the experience, and experiencing be-
comes the goal. The experience may lead to
improved performance, self-discovery, personal
satisfaction, and greater awareness, or it may sim-
ply be interesting in its own right.” Terry Orlick,
internationally-known sport psychology con-
sultant (Orlick, 1990, p. 5)

“I had learned what it means to ride the Tour
de France. It’s not about the bike. It’s a metaphor
for life, not only the longest race in the world but
also the most exalting and heartbreaking and po-
tentially tragic. It poses every conceivable element
to the rider . . . and above all a great, deep self-
questioning. During our lives we’re faced with so
many different elements as well, we experience so
many setbacks, and fight such a hand-to-hand
battle with failure, head down in the rain, just
trying to stay upright and to have a little hope.
The Tour is not just a bike race, not at all. It is a
test. It tests you physically, it tests you mentally,
and it even tests you morally.” Lance Armstrong,
six-time winner of the Tour de France (Arm-
strong, 2001, pp. 68-69)
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What do you notice about these quotes? It
seems that Boris Becker, Terry Orlick, and Lance
Armstrong were highly motivated to achieve opti-
mal experiences as they faced the challenges of pro-
fessional tennis, raging rivers, and the French Alps.
Becker is a great tennis champion who won multi-
ple Wimbledon titles, Orlick is a highly successful
consultant and author, and Lance Armstrong is a
six-time Tour de France champion. Yet they clearly
indicate that for them, focusing only on the out-
come misses the essence of what their sports mean
to them. These examples emphasize the importance
of the third objective of sport psychology, which is
to help athletes understand how to achieve optimal
experiences in their sport participation. Sport psy-
chologists want to help athletes enjoy quality sport
experiences, to have fun, to feel more competent
and worthy, and to gain personal fulfillment and
meaning through their sport participation. Athletes
don’t have to be world-class tennis players or
Olympians to enjoy optimal experiences in sport.
Thus, the material in this book is designed for
coaches at all levels who want to apply some basic
ideas from sport psychology to help athletes more
fully enjoy their sport experiences.

Can you remember a time when you were en-
gaged in an activity that was so absorbing that you
completely lost track of time? If you can, then you
are recalling your experience of flow. Flow, origi-
nally defined by Csikszentmihalyi (1990) as an opti-
mal mental state involving total absorption in a task,
is what most athletes refer to as being in the zone.
Most everyone involved in sport has enjoyed this
feeling of sheer absorption, or flow, and it is this
feeling that typically leads individuals to fall in love
with sport and seek out these feelings when playing
sport.

Flow is not the same as peak performance, but
in sport, flow often coincides with or results in peak
performance, and the strategic use of mental skills
during competition is associated with achieving
flow (Jackson, Thomas, Marsh, & Smethurst, 2000).
Interestingly, athletes indicate that getting into flow
involves such factors as maintaining an appropriate
task focus, keeping a positive mental attitude, and
feeling physically ready to perform. Research with
hundreds of elite athletes from various sports has
supported several common characteristics of the
peak performance state such as effortless perfor-

mance, sense of control, lack of conscious thinking
about performance, extraordinary awareness of
what other athletes are going to do, and feeling
highly energized (Cohn, 1991; Jackson, 1992; Loehr,
1984; Ravizza, 1977). Consider the following de-
scription of an athlete’s flow experience:

I felt like I could do almost anything, as if I were
in complete control. I really felt confident and
positive . . . I felt physically very relaxed, but re-
ally energized and pumped up. I experienced
virtually no anxiety or fear, and the whole expe-
rience was enjoyable. I experienced a very real
sense of calmness and quiet inside, and every-
thing just seemed to flow automatically . . . Even
though I was really hustling, it was all very ef-
fortless (Garfield & Bennett, 1984, pp. 37, 95).

These characteristics of flow and peak perfor-
mance seem to fuel athletes’ passion for their sport
participation. Flow experiences are described as au-
totelic, which means that the experience of playing
sport is a reward in itself without concern for the out-
come. Thus, sport psychology often focuses on ways
to help athletes achieve optimal experiences to en-
hance the joy and personal meaning that sport par-
ticipation can often provide.

In summary, sport psychology attempts to en-
hance the quality of athletes’ participation in sport
by helping them achieve

• optimal performance,
• optimal development, and
• optimal experience.

These three objectives form the sport psychol-
ogy triad. The examples of Michael Johnson, Tiger
Woods, Boris Becker, Terry Orlick, and Lance Arm-
strong used in this chapter illustrate the three fac-
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Personal Plug-In
Recall in as much detail as you can an event in
which you experienced flow. This experience
could be in sport or in other recreational or
leisure activities. Some people get into flow
while they work. Identify your flow experience
and jot down as many specific characteristics of
this experience as you can remember.



tors that make up the sport psychology triad. The
essence of sport participation involves the thrill of
experiencing an optimal performance, the feeling of
pride and accomplishment that we experience
through the optimal development of competency,
and the satisfaction and savoring of an optimal ex-
perience that has great meaning in one’s life. Sport
psychologists work as teachers, researchers, and
consultants to develop and apply knowledge about
the psychosocial aspects of sport participation that
influence the triad. A common misconception
about sport psychology is that it focuses only on
performance enhancement. However, the triad em-
phasizes the importance the field of sport psychol-
ogy places on not only optimizing the performance
of athletes, but also optimizing their development
and experiences.

A Big Picture of the Inner Edge
In summary, the objectives of sport psychology

include the triad of optimal performance, develop-
ment, and experience for athletes. In the remaining
chapters of the book, the various topics in sport
psychology that can help coaches and athletes gain
the Inner Edge are introduced. In these chapters,
you’ll get specific tips about how you as a coach can
use sport psychology to get the Inner Edge. Take a
look at the big picture of the Inner Edge in Figure
1.2 for an illustration of the sport psychology topics
that are in the upcoming chapters of this book.

A Balanced Triad for the Inner Edge

The pinnacle of the Inner Edge shown in Figure
1.2 is the triad representing optimal performance,
optimal development, and optimal experience. No-
tice that the triad, shaped as a triangle, is perfectly
balanced, meaning that the Inner Edge is achieved
when the objectives of optimal performance, devel-
opment, and experience are in balance. (This is dis-
cussed in more detail in the next chapter.) All the
other parts of the big picture serve to keep the triad
in balance so athletes can achieve the Inner Edge.

Building Blocks (Chapters 2-6)

The building blocks that form the foundation
for the Inner Edge, shown at the bottom of Figure
1.2, are discussed in the rest of the chapters in Part 1
of the book. A practical and meaningful philosophy
for coaches and athletes is the most basic building

block to provide a stable and consistent grounding
for the Inner Edge. In Chapter 2, the importance of
developing and living an effective coaching philoso-
phy is discussed. Motivation (Chapter 3) is the next
building block for the Inner Edge, because motiva-
tion is the energizer that turns your coaching philos-
ophy into behavioral action in your athletes. The re-
maining three building blocks are communication,
leadership, and team cohesion. The essential human
skill of communication is discussed in Chapter 4 to
emphasize how your interpersonal skills influence
your effectiveness as a coach. In Chapter 5, leadership
is discussed as another critical building block for
coaches to help athletes achieve optimal perfor-
mance, development, and experiences in sport.
Chapter 6 focuses on team cohesion, so that you may
better understand how the elusive team chemistry in-
fluences the Inner Edge.

Overall, the five building blocks discussed in
Chapters 2-6 ensure that athletes
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• are advantaged by having a coach with a
sound and practical coaching philosophy,

• have strong internal motivation to achieve
and a coach who understands motivation,

• thrive in a climate characterized by skillful
and effective communication,

• reap the benefits of effective decision-mak-
ing and leadership, and

• belong to a cohesive team.

If any of these building blocks were removed,
the foundation for the Inner Edge would be shaken,
athletes’ mental skills could be disrupted, and the
triad might tip precariously and become unbal-
anced (see Figure 1.2). We don’t want this to hap-
pen! Thus, Part 1 of the book is dedicated to helping
coaches understand how to design and build a solid
foundation for the Inner Edge.

Mental Training Tool Box (Chapters 7-11)

With these solid building blocks in place,
coaches and athletes are now ready to move on to

mental training. Part 2 of the book begins with
Chapter 7, which introduces coaches to the basic
premises behind mental training and attempts to
dispel myths about sport psychology and the nature
of mental training. The remaining four chapters in
Part 2 introduce coaches to the mental training tool
box (shown on the left side of Figure 1.2), or the four
mental training tools that can be used by coaches to
build mental and physical skills in athletes. In Chap-
ter 8, the concept of goal mapping is presented as a
tool to help athletes develop a sense of purpose, and
to plan and actively pursue their goals in a purpose-
ful manner. In Chapter 9, imagery is introduced as a
mental training tool that helps athletes visualize
their way to success in sport. In Chapter 10, P3

Thinking is presented to help athletes engage in ef-
fective thinking to optimize their performance, de-
velopment, and experiences. In Chapter 11, physical
relaxation is explained as a tool to help athletes iden-
tify and reduce physical tension in their bodies. All
of these tools are part of the mental training tool box
that coaches and athletes carry with them, providing
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the needed tools for developing and maintaining the
Inner Edge.

Although not the focus of this book, a physical
training tool box is also shown in Figure 1.2 to em-
phasize that mental and physical training work
hand in hand to help athletes achieve the Inner
Edge. Sound fitness training, repetitive practice for
skill development and execution, and the effective
use of tactics and strategies all contribute to the
Inner Edge for athletes. Simulation of competitive
situations in training is an extremely important tool
to get the Inner Edge in performing in different
types of pressure situations. Examples of practicing
mental skills through simulation in physical train-
ing sessions are provided throughout the book.

Mental Skills (Chapters 12-14) and Implemen-
tation Tips (Chapters 15-16)

Part 3 of the book presents the three mental
skills of attentional focus, energy management, and
self-confidence. The ability of athletes to achieve
optimal performance, development, and experi-
ences in sport is dependent on their ability to focus
attention (Chapter 12), manage competitive energy
(Chapter 13), and compete with confidence (Chap-
ter 14). As shown in Figure 1.2, the mental training
tools in the tool box are used to enhance the mental
skills of athletes. The mental skills rest on the foun-
dational building blocks so that athletes have a con-
sistent and productive environment within which
to enhance their focus, confidence, and energy
management.

Part 4 of the book (Chapters 15-16) is dedi-
cated to help you integrate your sport psychology
knowledge into personalized mental plans that
meet the specific needs of your athletes and your
program. A cursory knowledge of isolated mental
training concepts is not necessarily helpful to
coaches and athletes, so Part 4 is designed to help
you integrate your knowledge into useful mental
training ideas. In Chapter 15, implementation ideas
for how to select from the mental training menu are
provided, and sample mental training plans are
provided for different situations. In Chapter 16, spe-
cial recipes are provided for common challenges
faced by coaches, such as slumps, burnout, incon-
sistency, and rehabilitation and return from injury.

Wrapping Up

You now have the big picture of how to get the
Inner Edge as presented in this book. The Inner
Edge is the advantage that athletes create for them-
selves by honing the sharpness or keenness of their
mental skills. You as the coach can help your athletes
gain the Inner Edge in many ways, as shown in Fig-
ure 1.2. You can set the foundation by establishing a
consistent and effective coaching philosophy, under-
standing motivation and team cohesion, and being a
strong communicator and leader. You can use tools
in your mental training and physical training tool
boxes to help athletes develop and hone their mental
skills to be more focused, energized, and confident.
And you can help athletes balance the objectives of
optimizing their performance, development, and
experiences in sport. The remainder of the book is
designed to help you do all these things.

Although the breadth of information may seem
overwhelming, it is my intent to provide you with
practical examples of how to get started in small
ways to incorporate sport psychology into your
coaching. Actually, you probably know more than
you realize! Many coaches are masters of the Inner
Edge. Hopefully, the ideas presented in the book can
enable you to more consistently and effectively use
sport psychology concepts in training your athletes.

Summary Points for Chapter 1

1. Sport psychology is the study of how the
thoughts, behaviors, and emotions of athletes
influence and are influenced by their sport
participation.

2. Knowledge about sport psychology is most
useful to sport practitioners when it is inte-
grated with knowledge from the other sport
sciences.

3. Sport psychology professionals engage in re-
search, teaching, and consultation with athletes
and coaches to develop and apply knowledge
related to the psychosocial aspects of sport.

4. All sport psychology topics examine the ways
in which the psychological characteristics of
athletes interact with the social characteristics
of sport and society.

5. The main objectives of sport psychology rep-
resent a triad that focuses on gaining the
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Inner Edge by helping athletes achieve opti-
mal performance, optimal development, and
optimal experiences.

6. Research supports that mental skills and the
systematic use of mental preparation enhances
athletes’ performances in a variety of sports.

7. Flow occurs as an optimal experience for ath-
letes when they are totally absorbed in the ac-
tivity to the point where playing sport is a re-
ward in itself without concern about winning
and losing.

8. Research has shown that athletes believe that
personalized physical and mental preparation
strategies enhance their ability to achieve flow
and peak performance.

9. By focusing on personal development and
improvement, athletes of all ages can enhance
their motivation and feelings of personal
competence and self-worth.

10. The big picture of the Inner Edge demonstrates
how the building blocks, the mental and phys-
ical training tool boxes, and mental skills all
interact to help athletes achieve optimal per-
formance, development, and experiences.

11. Achieving the objectives of the sport psychol-
ogy triad requires the effective implementa-
tion and mastery of the sport psychology
knowledge in this book along with the opti-
mization of physical skill and training.

Glossary

autotelic: the experience of playing sport is a reward
in itself without concern for the outcome

flow: an optimal mental state characterized by total
absorption in the task; typically called in the zone

Inner Edge: the advantage that athletes create for
themselves by honing the sharpness or keenness
of their mental skills

psychosocial aspects of sport: the ways in which
psychological factors, such as the personality of
the athlete, interact with social factors in sport,
such as competitive pressure and crowd size, to
influence athletes and their performance

sport psychology: the study of the how the
thoughts, emotions, and behaviors of athletes
influence and are influenced by their participa-
tion in sport

Study Questions

1. Define sport psychology.
2. What do we mean by the term psychosocial?

Provide several examples of psychosocial phe-
nomena in sport.

3. Explain the triad that represents the three ob-
jectives of sport psychology. For each objec-
tive, identify at least two questions that repre-
sent areas of interest or study for the field of
sport psychology.

4. Define and explain flow. What are the charac-
teristics of flow that have been identified by
athletes?

5. Many people associate sport psychology with
performance enhancement. Although this is
one objective of the field, explain why the
other objectives are just as important as per-
formance enhancement for athletes of all ages.
Cite some research to support your answer.

6. Why is it important to integrate knowledge
from sport psychology with knowledge from
other sport sciences in helping athletes achieve
the highest quality sport participation?

7. Why are the building blocks shown in Figure
1.2 important in maintaining mental skill
over time?

Reflective Learning Activities

1. The Zone

All athletes have experienced playing in flow, or
the zone, where performance is effortless, their
awareness is sharp, and they are focused on the
quality and enjoyment of playing their sport, as op-
posed to the pressure to perform perfectly and win.
Although flow is an elusive quality, many athletes
believe that they can do things to increase their abil-
ity to get in the zone.

Consider the following questions about flow,
and brainstorm to think of several answers for each.

a. What are some things athletes can do in
(choose a specific sport here) to increase
their chances of getting into flow?

b. What are some things that coaches can do in
(specific sport) to help athletes get into flow?

c. What are typical things in this sport that dis-
rupt flow for athletes?
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d. How do coaches disrupt flow in athletes
(often unknowingly)?

(10 minutes in groups of 3-4; participants di-
vided into groups that represent specific sports and
ages)

2. Megatrends

Emerging social forces are changing the nature
of sport in our society. Identify several of these so-
cial forces that are influencing or will influence the
nature of sport participation. Discuss how these
emerging social forces may interact with psycholog-
ical characteristics of athletes to affect the sport psy-
chology triad (or the ability to achieve optimal per-
formance, optimal development, and optimal
experiences). (8 minutes in groups of 3 and then
overall 10 minutes large group discussion).



Developing 

and Living 

a Practical

Coaching

Philosophy

Chapter

• 13

Two

Chapter Preview

In this chapter, you’ll learn:
• why sport psychology is based on philosophy
• why it is important to develop and live an effec-

tive coaching philosophy
• about “balancing the triad” as a coaching phi-

losophy
• how coaches can keep the “triad” from becom-

ing unbalanced

hen philosophers held court in ancient
Greece, their ideas were respected and
revered. Today, philosophy is viewed by

most people as abstract, boring, and impractical. In
this chapter, we’re going to explore how a well
thought out philosophy serves as a concrete, exciting,
and practical foundation for coaches to effectively

apply knowledge from sport psychology to help ath-
letes achieve success in sport and fulfillment in life.

Socrates, one of the greatest philosophers in his-
tory, is famous for saying “The unexamined life is
not worth living.” Socrates didn’t know a thing
about sport psychology, but with these words he
captured the most critical building block for the
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“Some of the winningest coaches . . . were philosophers, people of learning and wisdom. For these coaches,
philosophy and sport are not mutually exclusive. Indeed they are one and the same. To coach is to believe in some-
thing: the game, the athlete, the quest for excellence, the process of challenging one’s self and striving to overcome.
[They] could transform people and inspire them to dazzling heights of achievement. The athletes of these coaches
were blessed with . . . a deeper perspective on life, on people, on themselves.” Gary M. Walton, from his book Be-
yond Winning: The Timeless Wisdom of the Great Philosopher Coaches



Inner Edge. We have to examine our lives—to un-
derstand what is important to us and what we value.
The key to developing an effective personal philoso-
phy, as Socrates knew, is to know yourself. This is
why the study of sport psychology must begin with
an understanding of one’s philosophy. This is partic-
ularly crucial for coaches, who need a deeply rooted
guidance system that keeps them on course as they
face difficult decisions and challenges. Not only is it
important for coaches to develop a sound philoso-
phy, but they must also live this philosophy every
day. Effective coaching for the Inner Edge begins
with you walking the walk along with talking the talk.
Thus, a sound coaching philosophy is the most basic
building block (see Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1) in help-
ing your athletes develop the necessary mental and
physical skills to be successful.

Who Needs Philosophy? We All Do!
A philosophy is simply the basic beliefs that guide

our behavior every day. Our philosophy helps us to
interpret the events in our lives, and it gives our lives
meaning and direction. It helps to keep us consistent
and directed by a sense of purpose when we face the
daily stresses and obstacles of life. Consider the fol-
lowing philosophies and the ways in which these
philosophies have influenced the behavior of the in-
dividuals:

“I try to think like nature to find the right
questions. You don’t invent the answers, you reveal
the answers from nature. In nature, the answers al-
ready exist.” Dr. Jonas Salk, inventor of the Salk
polio vaccine

“I am an educator. I have always felt my re-
sponsibility was broader than wins and losses.”
John Thompson, former men’s basketball coach
at Georgetown University

“I’m no role model.” Charles Barkley, former
professional basketball player known for his
many off-the-court scuffles

“I’m not afraid of storms, for I have learned
how to sail my ship.” Louisa May Alcott, famous
author

“Genius is 10% inspiration and 90% perspi-
ration.” Thomas Edison, famous inventor

“In the end, all business operations can be re-
duced to three words: people, product, and profits.
People come first. Unless you get a good team, you
can’t do much with the other two.” Lee Iacocca,

business executive who saved Chrysler from cor-
porate disaster

“What I owe to my team is to make sure
everybody plays and works hard and I have an op-
portunity to play them.” Joe Paterno, legendary
Penn State football coach, after his team won the
game but dropped in the national polls because
he refused to leave his starters in to run up the
score

“I am just a common man who is true to his
beliefs.” John Wooden, winner of 10 national ti-
tles as UCLA basketball coach

Philosophies are more than words—they are
personal how to manuals that guide our decisions
and behavior. Clearly, the philosophies just pre-
sented have influenced the decisions and behavior of
the individuals who held the philosophies, as well as
others who were touched by the implementation of
these philosophies. Lee Iacocca’s philosophy influ-
enced thousands of workers in his corporation, and
John Thompson’s, Joe Paterno’s, and John Wooden’s
philosophies have enriched the lives of many college
athletes. Consider your beliefs, values, and philoso-
phy about sport participation and your role and re-
sponsibilities as a coach. Do you think that coaching
philosophies should differ for coaches at the youth,
high school, collegiate, and professional levels? Why
or why not? Regardless of your answer, coaches at all
levels should spend some time in self-reflection to
understand their beliefs and values regarding their
role as a coach, and their objectives and the ways in
which they pursue these objectives when working
with athletes.

Your coaching philosophy is based on your per-
sonal values and beliefs about your role as coach in
relation to the lives of your athletes (Lyle, 2002). It is
not simply a tactical philosophy, such as “pressure
defense and push the ball” or “conservative, ball con-
trol.” A coaching philosophy is much broader, and
focuses on how your beliefs and values about your
role as a coach impact your behavior toward your
athletes and team every day. If coaches forego the
important step of reflecting upon and developing
their coaching philosophies, they lack a basis for all
their decisions and coaching practices. Your coach-
ing philosophy is like a well. Athletes come to you all
the time for water (questions, problems, need for
guidance and teaching), and if you don’t have a deep,
steady source of water from your coaching philoso-

CHAPTER TWO14 •



phy well, you will be unable to consistently hydrate
your athletes when they need it.

You can learn from the coaching philosophies
developed by others by reading popular books writ-
ten by coaches or books on coaching effectiveness.
Coach Mike Krzyzewski’s (2000) Leading with the
Heart, Tony DiCicco and Colleen Hacker’s (2002)
Catch Them Being Good, and Anson Dorrance’s
(2002) The Vision of a Champion are all good sources
to learn about the philosophy and leadership styles
of highly successful coaches. Coaching philosophies
suggested in popular coaching effectiveness books
include “Athletes first - winning second” (Martens,
1997) and the “double-goal” model (Thompson,
2003). The “athletes first - winning second” philoso-
phy suggests that coaches keep the three objectives
of fun, winning, and development of athletes in per-
spective by prioritizing the wellbeing of athletes
ahead of the team outcome of winning. The “dou-
ble-goal” model emphasizes the equal priority of the
coaching objectives of striving to win and teaching
life lessons to athletes. The key to all the philosophies
presented in these books is how they help coaches
keep their values and coaching objectives in perspec-
tive and in mind to guide them in the myriad of
daily decisions they must make regarding their ath-
letes, their teams, and their overall programs. That
is, your coaching philosophy logically leads you to
such specific behaviors as use of practice and train-
ing time, recruitment practices, communication
with athletes, rewards and discipline, decision-mak-
ing, leadership style, goal mapping, and even your
personal motives for coaching (Lyle, 2002).

Balancing the Triad: A Basic
Coaching Philosophy

In the previous section, you learned about the
importance of philosophy as the foundation for all
other sport psychology principles. Based on the ex-
ample philosophies presented, it should be clear that
developing a coaching philosophy is a deeply per-
sonal and individualistic experience. Nowhere is a
sound philosophy more needed than in competitive
sport. Sport in our culture is wildly popular, and
athletes at young ages are receiving stunning social
and economic rewards for achieving athletic excel-
lence. It may be hard for parents, coaches, and young
athletes to keep their lives in perspective when they

believe that multi-million-dollar professional con-
tracts, Olympic gold, and lucrative endorsements
are readily available.

In this section, I offer a philosophy that serves as
the foundation for this book, and it represents a phi-
losophy that seems useful for coaches. It is my belief
that to effectively understand and practice the basic
tenets of sport psychology, the three objectives in the
sport psychology triad introduced in Chapter 1 (op-
timal performance, optimal development, and opti-
mal experience) must be kept in balance or perspec-
tive. As shown in Figure 2.1, balancing the triad
means that the quality of sport participation is en-
hanced by focusing on the complete triad, as op-
posed to overemphasizing one side of the triad at the
expense of the others. Keeping the triad in balance,
or at least keeping all three objectives in perspective,
is critical to successfully apply the principles of sport
psychology presented in this book. Keeping the triad
in balance or perspective, then, is critical in coaching
for the Inner Edge.

Look at the triad pictured in Figure 2.1, and con-
sider how an overemphasis on each objective can cre-
ate an unbalanced perspective on competitive sport.
Obviously, the balance between performance, devel-
opment, and experience undergoes continuous shifts
when you consider situational and developmental
factors. At various times in an athlete’s career, he or
she may be more fixated on one corner of the triad
than others. A coaching philosophy appropriate for
young children should clearly emphasize the devel-
opment of skills and enjoyable sport experiences over
high-level performance expectations. An elite athlete
undergoing rehabilitation from a serious injury
should shift to more of a developmental focus and
use a systematic goal mapping plan (presented in
Chapter 8) to facilitate her return to top competitive
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Personal Plug-In
On a blank sheet of paper, jot down some
thoughts that represent your current philoso-
phy about coaching. This might include what
you see as your most important objectives as a
coach, and the values and beliefs that will guide
you in making everyday decisions about your
athletes and your team. Consider your coaching
philosophy a work in progress—don’t worry if
it’s not well developed at this time.



form at a high-performance level. Due to the extreme
social pressure to win and perform perfectly, a phi-
losophy that embraces a balanced triad of perfor-
mance, development, and experience is often ignored
due to an overemphasis on performance. Research
has shown that youth sport coaches typically state
that their philosophies emphasize development and
experience (fun), but that their behaviors often em-
phasize performance (winning) over the other two
objectives (Gilbert, Trudel, & Haughian, 1999; Mc-
Callister, Blinde, & Weiss, 2000; Wilcox & Trudel,
1998). This problem is discussed in the next section.

A Tilted Triad: Is Winning Really
“the Only Thing”?

Vince Lombardi was misquoted. Lombardi, the
legendary coach of the Green Bay Packers, is popu-
larly associated with the quote “Winning isn’t every-
thing, it’s the only thing.” In reality, what Lombardi
really said was “Winning isn’t everything—but mak-
ing the effort to win is.” Lombardi’s foundational
philosophy won him the respect of his players. His
former quarterback Bart Starr said,

“Lombardi felt that every fiber in your body
should be used in an effort to seek excellence, and
he sought this goal every day of his life with com-
plete dedication . . . He never expected more from
us than he was willing to give of himself” (Flynn,
1973, foreword).

Vince Lombardi’s misquote has influenced the
coaching philosophies of youth football coaches in
America more than any coaching clinic or sport psy-
chology textbook. A big problem in sport is the
overemphasis on performance outcomes and the ne-
glect of the essential objectives of development and
enjoyment of the sport experience. Let’s examine
several examples of how philosophies that are based
on a tilted triad with performance overriding the
other two objectives can be destructive.

Christy Henrich, an elite American gymnast,
paid the ultimate price when her compulsive and
perfectionistic devotion to gymnastics ended with
her death from the eating disorder anorexia nervosa.
In a tragic attempt to make her body fit society’s ex-
pectation of a petite spunky gymnast, Henrich
starved herself to death.

A softball game in Cincinnati, Ohio, between
two teams of eight-year-olds ended in a brawl
among parents and multiple lawsuits when the game
was postponed due to extreme heat. Never mind that
the soaring heat and humidity had already forced
three of the young players to be taken to the hospital
for observation due to heat exhaustion. The parents
of the players whose team was winning at the time of
the postponement verbally and physically attacked
the umpires and opposing parents, while the eight-
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year-old players from both teams
sat and watched with confusion
and embarrassment from under a
nearby shade tree.

A soccer dad pleaded no con-
test to an assault charge after he
punched a 14-year-old boy who
had scuffled for the ball with the
man’s 14-year-old son, leading to
both boys’ ejections from the game.
The punch split the victim’s lip, and
the father was sentenced to 10 days
of community service and ordered 
to undergo counseling (Nack &
Munson, 2000).

These true stories illustrate out
of balance competitive philosophies
where an over-emphasis on perfor-
mance outcomes caused irrational
and even tragic consequences. Many people fail to un-
derstand that optimal performance in sport is most
likely to occur when athletes focus on developmental
goals and the enjoyment of optimal experiences in
their sport. Even if you disagree with the balanced
triad philosophy because you believe that winning is
everything, the point is that winning (or optimal per-
formance) is most likely to occur when the triad is in
balance! Consider the following example of two
Olympic figure skaters.

Midori Ito and Kristi Yamaguchi arrived at the
1992 Albertville Olympic Games with very different
mindsets. Ito arrived in Albertville with the hopes of
an entire country on her shoulders—no Japanese
woman had ever won a gold medal in the Winter
Games. As the 1989 world champion and the first
woman to perform a triple Axel jump in competi-
tion, the pressure on her to win the gold was tremen-
dous. “I was the favorite,” said Ito, “and I knew the
Japanese people expected a gold medal” (Swift, 1992,
p. 72). As the competition approached, the normally
chatty Ito became aloof and withdrawn, and in her
practices she began missing her jumps. When Ito fell
during her long program, the gold medal was lost
and the headlines back in Japan read “Midori Fails.”

Kristi Yamaguchi had just the opposite experi-
ence from Midori Ito. Even though Yamaguchi was
the reigning world champion, she and the press con-
sidered herself an underdog to Ito at the Olympics.
Unburdened by high expectations and pressure, Ya-

maguchi concentrated on enjoying the experience of
being a part of the Olympic Games. She marched in
the opening ceremonies, stayed in the Olympic Vil-
lage, and went dancing with other athletes. Yam-
aguchi admits that she was mentally prepared to live
with the result if Ito won the gold medal over her.
This acceptance and Yamaguchi’s focus on the expe-
rience of the Olympics freed her from the pressure
and expectations that Ito faced, and Yamaguchi went
on to win the gold medal.

The philosophies of Kristi Yamaguchi and Mi-
dori Ito served as the basis for one athlete to relax and
allow her body to perform optimally, and for the
other athlete to lose focus on the rational perspective
needed to calm her negative thoughts and feelings.
The point is that it was easier for Yamaguchi to
achieve optimal performance because she had the
balance of savoring the optimal experience of the
Olympics and accepting whatever outcome occurred
as part of her development. Ito, in contrast, fell vic-
tim to the performance pressure that resulted from
an overemphasis on winning the gold medal, which
overshadowed her personal developmental goals and
robbed her of her enthusiasm for the Olympic expe-
rience. It should be noted that even though Ito had
failed in the eyes of many Japanese, she did win the
silver medal and responded by saying, “I was never
disappointed for myself, only that I had let down the
people of Japan” (Swift, 1992, p. 73).
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It is important to realize that an unbalanced
triad or unrealistic coaching philosophy is often in-
fluenced by the cultural and competitive structures
of society, such as nationalistic pride in the case of
Midori Ito, the exploitation of college athletes by
overzealous coaches who yearn for big contracts and
fame, and society’s shallow belief that winning is the
essence of sport as opposed to the pursuit of winning
and personal achievement. Consider the following
reaction from Dan Jansen, who although he won an
Olympic gold medal in 1994, wrote about his experi-
ences in a chapter titled “There’s More to Life than
Skating Around in a Circle” (Jansen, 1999):

“In 1984, my only goal was to make the
Olympic team; to represent the United States at the
Olympic Games. I hit that mark … [and] once I
made the team, I hoped that with a great race, a
top ten finish might be possible. I finished fourth,
just 16/100ths of a second from winning a bronze
medal, and was overjoyed. When I returned
home… one of the most common reactions I re-
ceived was, ‘That’s too bad, no medal.’ That’s when
I realized the disparity in how various people de-
fine success” (p. 4).

Canadian figure skater Brian Orser won a silver
medal in Calgary in 1988, and returned home to the
following headline in the Toronto Star: “Orser Magnif-
icent—But Still A Loser” (Perman, 2002). Nike ran an
ad during the 1996 Atlanta Olympic Games with the
slogan “You Don’t Win the Silver, You Lose the Gold.”
So according to the popular press and an influential
marketing firm, Midori Ito, second best in the world,
Brian Orser, second best in the world, and Dan Jansen,
fourth best in the world, were losers. Incredible.

These examples reinforce the constant interac-
tion of the psychological characteristics of athletes
with the social aspects of sport and society discussed
in Chapter 1. Christy Henrich fell victim to our cul-
tural expectation that gymnasts are petite and lean as
well as society’s overemphasis on physical attractive-
ness in females. Burnout in athletes typically occurs
as the result of our culture’s insatiable desire to push
child athletes to specialize early at the expense of a
balanced triad and an enjoyable childhood. Other
problems in sport, such as aggression, violence, and a
lack of sportsmanship, occur due to an imbalanced
triad brought on by our cultural obsession with win-
ning and irrational reasoning that violence against

others is part of the game. It is essential that coaches
and athletes recognize how society and the sport sub-
culture create pressures to conform to behavioral
codes that are unhealthy and destructive. This may be
referred to as hyperconformity, which is defined as a
rigid code of behavior defined by the sport structure
that athletes are expected to follow without question.

Clipboard

Frosty Westering - Balancing
the Triad

In over 20 years as head football coach at Pacific
Lutheran University in Tacoma, Washington, Forrest
“Frosty” Westering’s teams never had a losing season
while winning three national championships and
playing for three others at the NAIA Division II level.
Westering’s coaching style was not to motivate by fear
as many football coaches do, but rather to inspire his
players to play for each other, which gave them a
source of inner strength typically lacking in exter-
nally motivated athletes. Football practice under
Westering (now retired) began at a three-day break-
away camp on an Oregon beach, where they played
softball, built human pyramids, and competed in
bizarre relays. The purpose of breakaway camp was to
bond as a team, learn to trust each other, and enjoy
the experience of being a PLU football player. Then,
when the real practice and contact drills started, the
players worked hard because they wanted to work
hard. As a coach, Westering was a football worka-
holic, and everyone worked hard for him because
Westering lived, breathed, and sweated every slogan
that he spouted (e.g., “Doing your best is more im-
portant than being the best”). Westering’s empower-
ing coaching style instilled commitment and motiva-
tion in his players. During the season, PLU players
always held hands when they entered and left the
field. Once before an important game, Westering or-
dered his players to partner up and play an im-
promptu game of rock-paper-scissors before taking
the field. After winning a national championship,
Westering was most touched by a note from a sta-
dium janitor who said in all his years he had never
seen a team leave a locker room in such good condi-
tion as did PLU. Westering is a legend in the Pacific
Northwest; he never yearned to leave PLU, which is
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evident in the book he wrote titled Making The Big
Time Where You Are. If Westering sounds like an iso-
lated eccentric, maybe we should reconsider what we
accept as the norm that defines coaching practices.
Perhaps we should start to consider Frosty Westering
as the norm and begin to view with skepticism the
controlling and dehumanizing coaching practices
commonly seen in college football.

Let’s take time out here for a quick gut check.

• Do you think that a coaching philosophy that
includes an emphasis on optimal develop-
ment and experience is unrealistic or naive in
today’s society?

• Is it possible to achieve a balanced perspective
and philosophy when nineteen-year-old ath-
letes sign professional contracts worth more
than the gross national product of many
small countries?

• Do you actually believe that the greatest ath-
letes in the world care about optimal experi-
ences and optimal development as much as
the bottom line, which is based on perfor-
mance?

My response to the gut check? No, it’s not unre-
alistic or naive to focus on development and experi-
ences along with performance. Yes, it’s possible to
achieve a balanced competitive philosophy in
today’s society. And, yes, I believe that the greatest
athletes—the ones who raised the level of their
sports along with their performance—such as Mar-
tina Navratilova, Mia Hamm, Michael Jordan,
Wayne Gretzky—all possessed a sound and balanced
philosophy that allowed them to perform their best
when it meant the most.

In 1999, at age 42, Payne Stewart surprised the
golfing world by winning the prestigious U.S. Open
over many young golfers in their prime, such as Tiger
Woods, David Duval, and Ernie Els. Stewart attrib-
uted his win to his philosophical maturity, which al-
lowed him to retain his competitive fire yet keep his
work as a professional athlete in perspective. Stewart
worked with Richard Coop, a sport psychologist, who
summed up Stewart’s philosophical development:

“An athlete is used to proving himself by
what he does on the field, and Payne was no dif-
ferent. But that approach ultimately makes the
result too important, and the resulting pressure
gets in the way. It’s better to prove yourself by
what you are in life. Then the understanding that
you remain a good person no matter the outcome
on the playing field allows you to release the pres-
sure and more easily have a good outcome”
(Diaz, 1999a, p. G56).

The greatest athletes know how to keep compet-
itive pressure in perspective because they focus on
the joy of playing that drew them to sport in the first
place. Legendary basketball center Bill Russell won
two national collegiate championships, an Olympic
gold medal, and 11 National Basketball Association
World Championships in his illustrious career. Yet in
his book titled Second Wind: The Memoirs of an
Opinionated Man (Russell & Branch, 1979), he ad-
mits that championships were not his motivation for
playing. Russell states that his greatest pleasure in
basketball came during competition when both
teams were playing at their peak, which in Russell’s
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mind elevated the game to unprecedented levels of
excellence. He admits that on some nights when the
caliber of play escalated to this level, he found him-
self even rooting for the other team to keep up the
challenge. Russell admits, “when the game ended at
that special level, I literally did not care who had
won” (Russell & Branch, 1979, p. 157). This powerful
statement from one of the winningest athletes in
basketball history is a personal testimony to the
power of flow and peak experience in sport.

Therese Brisson, member of the Canadian
Women’s Ice Hockey team that won the gold medal
at the 2002 Olympic Games, explains the impor-
tance of perspective and how it affected her team’s
performance:

“It’s not all about the medal. In fact, athletes
who seem to have the most success think the least
about the outcome. The focus is on the process and
on being the best you can be the day that it matters
the most. My team was not able to do that in
Nagano . . . After this disappointment . . . at the
2002 Winter Olympics in Salt Lake City, we won
the gold . . . The difference was that we were able to
focus on the journey so that we would be the best
we could be on the night it mattered most” (Starkes
& Ericsson, 2003, p. x).

Even though optimal performance is an impor-
tant objective, all athletes can enjoy sport simply for
the pleasure and excitement that it provides. Tennis
champion Pete Sampras has talked of the intense per-
sonal meaning that he felt when playing at Wimble-
don, much like the intensity of meaning that profes-
sional golfers feel when playing a round at St.
Andrews in Scotland, where the game of golf was
born. Coaches should help athletes reflect on what
sport means to them to develop a strongly rooted
competitive philosophy, which may help them regain
meaning when they face pressure and lose perspective
and balance in their sport participation. Bob Rotella
(1995), a successful sport psychology consultant, be-
lieves that athletes with healthy philosophies naturally
and effortlessly think better than athletes with un-
healthy philosophies. Rotella’s point illustrates the di-
rect link between how athletes think, feel, and act
(sport psychology), and the values and beliefs upon
which these thoughts, feelings, and actions are based
(philosophy). As illustrated in the quote above by
Therese Brisson, focusing on the experience frees ath-

letes up to perform their best, as opposed to focusing
on the pressure of having to perform well to win.
Keeping the triad in balance actually helps athletes to
win, so help your athletes adopt a healthy perspective
to serve as the foundation for their Inner Edge!

Wrapping Up

Don’t let the P-word fool you! Remember that
philosophy is not impractical and boring, but rather
a practical guide to help you maintain a productive
perspective when coaching for the Inner Edge in the
challenging world of sport.

In this chapter, I’ve attempted to challenge you
to develop and refine a strongly rooted coaching phi-
losophy from which your operational plan as a coach
can flow. Keep in mind that a coaching philosophy is
a work in progress—something that is constantly de-
veloping and changing as you gain additional experi-
ences and new perspectives. It is important that you
consider not only the words that describe your
coaching philosophy, but also that you identify key
behaviors that represent your philosophy in action.
Remember to walk the walk by modeling your com-
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mitment and belief in your philosophy every day.
Living your philosophy makes it real and powerful
to athletes, and allows them a firm grounding within
your program from which they can face and over-
come obstacles in their pursuit of excellence. This is
the first essential step in moving beyond coaching a
team to developing and maintaining a program.
Plan, develop, and live a coaching philosophy that
allows your program to flourish in the long-term as
a fertile and challenging climate for athletes.

Also in this chapter, I’ve introduced a philoso-
phy that serves as the basis for the rest of the book,
and one that I believe is crucial for gaining the Inner
Edge. All coaches should develop their own coaching
philosophy based on their individual beliefs, values,
and personality, yet I believe that keeping the sport
psychology triad in perspective serves as a basic
guide for any coaching philosophy. All of the psy-
chosocial principles discussed in this book, such as
goal mapping, self-confidence, and focusing atten-
tion, must start with a mentally healthy perspective
about competition.

Summary Points for Chapter 2

1. Because a coaching philosophy requires self-
reflection and an understanding of personal
values and beliefs, it is the foundation for the
Inner Edge.

2. Philosophies guide our behavior every day by
helping us interpret events that happen to us,
by serving as the foundation through which
our lives develop meaning, and by keeping us
consistent and goal-directed.

3. Because sport achievement in our society is so
highly valued and publicized, it is essential for
coaches to develop and maintain a sound phi-
losophy to maintain a proper perspective
when faced with difficult decisions.

4. The coaching philosophy espoused in this
book is balance or congruence between the
three sport psychology objectives of optimal
performance, development, and experience.

5. Although developmental and situational fac-
tors may at times cause athletes to emphasize
one part of the triad over others, an effective
philosophy serves to keep the three objectives
of sport psychology in perspective.

6. The most common source of imbalance in the
sport psychology triad is an emphasis on per-
formance outcomes, while ignoring the essen-
tial objectives of development and enjoyment
of the sport experience.

7. Most great athletes understand that competi-
tive pressure is kept in perspective by focusing
on their enjoyment of and personal develop-
ment through sport, even as they strive in-
tensely to perform well and win.

Glossary

hyperconformity: a rigid, and typically harmful,
code of behavior within the sport subculture that
athletes are expected to follow without question

philosophy: the basic beliefs that guide our behavior
every day

Study Questions

1. Why does philosophy serve as the foundation
for the Inner Edge?

2. Explain why an athlete, a coach, and an athletic
administrator could benefit from the develop-
ment of and adherence to a sound philosophy
of competition.

3. Explain the concept of the balanced sport psy-
chology triad as the philosophy provided in
this chapter. Generate several examples of how
the triad becomes unbalanced in different
ways.

4. Discuss how coaching philosophies are devel-
oped as psychosocial phenomena. That is, ex-
plain how society influences the types of
philosophies that coaches adopt.

Reflective Learning Activities

1. Tilting The Triad
Brainstorm examples that you have experienced

as an athlete or coach of an out-of-balance sport
psychology triad and the consequences that oc-
curred due to this imbalance. Also, can you think of
personal examples where the triad was out of bal-
ance due to optimal experience and/or optimal de-
velopment overshadowing optimal performance?
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(25 minutes total; groups of three for 10 minutes to
identify examples and 15 minutes for overall class
discussion)

Example

1:________________________________________

Describe triad imbalance:_____________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

Consequences:______________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

Example

2:________________________________________

Describe triad imbalance:_____________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

Consequences:

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

Example

3:________________________________________

Describe triad imbalance:_____________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

Consequences:______________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

2. Buck the System
The sport psychology triad is often tilted out of

balance due to the unquestioning acceptance of sport
norms by athletes and coaches. Norms are commonly
accepted social rules that govern behavior in a soci-
ety. An example of a sport norm is that females
should not participate in high school wrestling be-
cause it is a male sport. Norms are very powerful be-
cause they become internalized values that are ac-
cepted without question or reflection, and lead to
hyperconformity by athletes who follow these norms
even to the point of personal physical harm and vio-
lence toward others. It is extremely important that
coaches and athletes learn to be reflective about sport
norms so that they may question the appropriateness
of certain sport practices and develop an effective
philosophy about sport participation to change neg-
ative and even destructive social norms.

a. Identify several examples of unquestioned
sport norms by athletes and coaches.

b. For each norm, discuss why the norm exists
and how it is sanctioned or controlled.

c. Discuss the implications of these norms, and
outline ways in which negative sport norms
could be broken to enhance the quality of
sport participation.

(24 minutes total; 12 minutes in groups of 4; then 12
minutes for large group discussion)

3. Developing Your Philosophy
The balanced sport psychology triad was pre-

sented in this chapter to set the philosophical foun-
dation of the book. Do you agree that it is a useful
and relevant philosophy or not? How might your
coaching philosophy differ from the balanced triad?

Take some time to reflect upon your goals and
beliefs, and then draw a model that represents your
coaching philosophy. Your model could be a geomet-
ric figure like our triad or it could take a very differ-
ent form. Be creative and honest in drawing out your
philosophy.
(Overnight individual assignment and then spend
20 minutes in groups of four with each person pre-
senting his/her model to the group followed by ques-
tions/discussion
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