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PSYCHOLOG CAL PRI NCI PLES

Every year | amstruck nore and nore by the huge role
psychol ogi cal considerations play in the pursuit of success in slalom
At major races, | find nyself thinking that psychol ogical matters
transcend everything else, that few people paddle up to their ability
on race day, and that a person of mediocre talents who could do so
woul d actually do quite well.

Paddling up to your level of ability: That's the prine concern
after a certain point in your devel opment. Cbtaining a high | evel of
ability is one thing. The work you need to do to achieve it is
relatively straight-forward but hard and tinme consunming. It is
di scussed el sewhere in this book and in ny previ ous book, "To Wn the
Worlds." Once you reach a high level of ability, however, paddling
right up to that level on race day is an entirely different matter.
You don't need to exceed that level of ability, only reach it.

Many people do not really understand this, and think that in a
maj or race, they need to do better than ever before. Thus, they hope
that they will "get lucky and paddle better than they usually do.
don't think it works that way. Most races are a matter of the w nner
sinmply maki ng fewer m stakes than the others. Even the w nner nmkes
m st akes, but he paddles closer to his potential than the others.

Very subtl e things happen on race day, things that often do not
occur in training sessions and therefore the athlete may not have
experi enced them before. Paddl ers often psych thensel ves out by
seeing a hard nove on the course and saying to thensel ves or even out
| oud, "Boy, that's a dunmb nove; it's inpossible to do that well," or
"Gee, so-and-so |l ooks really good -- what happens if | lose to hinP"
O'ten experiences like these raise the paddler's anxiety level too
hi gh whi ch bl ocks his normal thought processes and he starts to think
a bit irrationally. A high anxiety level also saps his energy and
| eaves him feeling weaker than in practice.

Such things cause the paddl er to beconme defensive instead of
of fensive in his nental outlook. Instead of rationally seeking ways
to enhance his performance, he | oses confidence, |owers his goals,
t hi nks only about surviving and rationalizes a prospective bad
performance with words like "I'mjust not ready this tinme, maybe next
time.” Little things distract himand keep himfrom concentrating on
his original goal which was to win the race.

The inevitable result is that the racer doesn't do as tell as he
had hoped, and he goes away not really understanding why. He tends to
focus on nore technical matters such as |lack of skill on reverse
gates. In reality it may have been his inability to concentrate
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properly on running the reverse gate, rather than not understandi ng
how t hey should be run in general. This inability nay have been
brought about by high anxiety, but instead of practicing ways to
control his anxiety, the racer goes home and practices reverse gates
harder. Thus, he never addresses the root problem

Anot her exanple m ght be the athlete feeling tired during the
race. He incorrectly attributes this to being out of shape and so he
goes hone and works nore on endurance. In reality, he may sinply have
been so anxi ous so | ong before the race that he experienced excess
muscl e tension and wore hinsel f out.

Fi ndi ng the proper bal ance between the physical and nental side
of slalomis sonething that few athletes do extrenely well. This is
why even the World Chanpion's w nning run usually contains sone najor
flaws. Most athletes usually are just not aware of the disruptive
i nfl uence psychol ogi cal matters can have on their training and racing
and thus they never address themin a nethodical way.

Psychol ogi cal considerations have inplications that go beyond
just the race day experience. They help to get nore out of practice
sessions. For exanple, having a clear objective for each workout is
i mportant. So is keeping the workout short, but intense. This is
because it is much easier to concentrate over several short workouts
in a day rather than during one | ong one. Psychol ogical matters al so
aidin the recovery fromworkouts. Instead of sinply trying to learn
to ignore pain, studies have shown that the best athletes are able to
‘listen to their bodies” and discern when they need to go easy and
when it is o.k. to go hard. This hel ps them set an optimal training
| evel . Psychol ogical matters help in |l earning gate skills. Learning
to break a nove into conponent parts, analyze them and then put them
back together correctly is one exanple.

The key to devel oping a successful slalomracer is creating a
confident but relaxed attitude towards slalomtraining and racing,
and teaching himhow to concentrate. A nunber of inportant variabl es
have to be dealt with in order to achieve this end, including
under st andi ng how t he sel f-i mage works; how man's goal -striving
apparatus functions; how attentional styles work; how to inprove
concentration; and how to control anxiety. This chapter describes
sone of the workings of the mnd --often the subconscious mnd -- in
terms of athletic conpetition, and di scusses techni ques that exist
for inmproving them

SELF | MAGE: "They don't believe they can win so they don't train
hard enough to win. " How often have | found nysel f saying this about
paddl ers! An interesting exanple of this is Jean-Yves Prigent of
France, Bronze Medalist in KL at Bala. | assume he won't nind ny
citing himas an exanple, because, in ny view, he was able to
overconme an initially negative self-inmge and go on to do the type of
training necessary to win a nedal.
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When Jean-Yves cane to the United States in the spring of 1981, |
asked hi m how he thought he would do at the upcomng World
Chanpi onshi ps. 'There are a half dozen people who could win at Bala
and | amnot one of them  he said. He told me that he had al ready
satisfied his chief anmbition in slalomwhich was to win a ngjor
i nternational race (Seo, the last of the Europa Cup races in 1980),
and that now he was planning to be in his last World Chanpi onshi ps and
then take up a career in coaching.

"“A half dozen who could win, and | am not one of them" But when
| saw himpaddle, | thought to nyself that he was nmuch better than
that and, in fact, if he could train harder he might be able to win.
| told himthis. Jean-Yves trained with us that spring, harder, he
says, than he had trained back home in France. Later he went hone and
trained hard there, too. At the Wirld Chanpi onships, he won his first
nedal ever in the individuals, at age 27. (He had been World Chanpi on
inteamin 1977). A year or so afterwards | asked himhow this had
happened and he answered, "You told ne that | could win.’

Self-image is a crucial factor in human behavior. If you want to
change behavior, you nust often first change the self-inmage. To a
great extent, self-perception limts what an individual can and cannot
do. All a person's actions are consistent with what he thinks of
hi nsel f. For this reason, positive thinking, about which so nuch is
nmade in athletics, can work only if it is consistent with an
individual 's self-image. It won't work if the two are inconsistent.
Thus, to properly apply positive thinking, one nmust first apply it to
changi ng one's sel f-perception.

The self-inmage is controlled largely by the subconsci ous m nd
What an athlete believes notivates himis not the only thing that
notivates him-- and it nmay not even be the nobst inportant thing. H's
subconscious is full of active feelings, desires, aspirations and
anxi eti es which make up his self-image and thus subtly circunscribe
his behavior. The aimof nmental training is, in part, to bring these
subconsci ous notivations into the conscious nmind where they can be
anal yzed critically to see whether they are hel ping or hindering an
athl ete's performance.

The ability to link the subconscious mnd to the consci ous has
far-reaching inplications for success in slalom not only for
i mproving sel f-image, but also for |earning gate techni que, as we
shall see later on in this chapter. The better the athlete can do
this, the greater his chances for success.
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Changi ng the Sel f-1nmage

The aimof self-image training is not to create a "superman who
is superior to everyone else. This sort of false self-inmage gives
rise to problens because our capabilities often do not natch the
exaggerated self-inmage we are trying to create, and the whol e
experience is, therefore, extrenmely unrealistic. The aimof self-
image training, rather, is sinply to help the athlete discover the
"real me’ and then to nake his aspirations consistent with that
realistic self-inmge

In ny experience, however, nobst people have an unrealistically
| ow sel f-perception -- even ones who exhibit extrenme confidence. They
are often nerely attenpting to mask feelings of insecurity. Feelings
of insecurity bother nost athletes. It isnt the act of failure to
nake the teamor win the Wirld Chanpi onshi ps that bothers them but
their thoughts about things |ike "W.at will other people think? In
this connection, | always remenber a saying by the G eek Phil osopher
of the first century, Epictetus:

“"Man is not disturbed by events, but by his opinion of the
events.

| see this happen fromtime to time when sonmeone fails to nake
the U.S. National Team In 1979, this happened to Kent Ford in the Cl1
class. He lost out in the teamtrials by .3 seconds -- after two
races conbi ned. He subsequently made the Europa Cup teamin 1980 and
placed third in the Cup (as he did in 1982), and nmade the slal omteam
in 1981 for the Worl d Chanpi onshi ps.

You nmiss the team and, boy, suddenly youre on the

out side, out of the group of friends you' ve built up.

I nst ead of worrying about buying a plane ticket, you're
wor ryi ng about what on earth to do next.

Having mssed it, it's nmuch harder to build up your
sel f-confidence. After Jonquiere, | had all sorts
of naggi ng sel f-doubts and defeatist attitudes.

When you cone back, you need a super strong self-inage, a
bonb- proof self-image. In ny case, after Jonquiere, | was
lost for a goal. | had to struggle for an identity
alnmost. In nmy heart, | didn't believe that | could be
Worl d Champion. Now nmy goal is not to be Wirld Chanpion
but to race well, and do as well as | can. After m ssing
the team you have to piece together a realistic self-

i mage of what you are and what you can do raci ng-w se.
I"mmuch nore at ease with nyself than | was after

Jonqui ere.
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There are a nunber of other top slal onmists who have failed at one
time or another to nake their national team Anmpong them are Jon
Lugbill, David Hearn, and Ri chard Fox.

How Man Achi eves CGoal s

So far we have dealt only superficially with the theme of self-
i mge. To understand the intricacies of self-imge psychol ogy,
however, it is necessary to |earn sonething about the nechani sm man
uses to achieve goals. Essentially the nervous systemacts as a sort
of “conputer,"” automatically setting out to acconplish whatever goa

you programinto it. The conputer is neutral, it doesn't question the
programyou give it, Thus, if you programit with negative inages, it
wi || produce negative results for you. Conversely, if you programit
with successful inmmges, it will produce successful results.

Peopl e often don't understand how they unwittingly programtheir
conputer with negative images. Negative or self-deprecating conments
can have an inportant effect upon the subconscious m nd, because the

subconsci ous, unlike the conscious mnd, is not skeptical. It accepts
every suggestion that conmes to it, and acts on it even if it is a
negative one. Talk like "I always do badly on first runs," or "I

never do well on stupid courses,"” is likely to be self-fulfilling.

The process of programm ng the conputer with i nages works the
sanme way for changing your self-image as it does for hel ping you
change technical behavior, such as |earning howto do a proper
upstream gate. To change either one, the athlete nmust know how man's
goal -striving mechani sm wor ks.

Man as a Goal -Striver

| personally believe that man's purpose in life is sinply to
strive after positive goals. He isn't content unless he is striving.
I don't think that the nature of the goal is the inportant thing; it
is important only that the individual be enptionally involved in
pursuing it. This explains why different people have so many
di fferent goals and can pursue them so hard.

Peopl e who are striving after a goal are usually happy people who
find life interesting. People who do not have goals often just drift
through life, finding it dull -- even not worth Iiving.

For these reasons, man's mnd is constantly engaged in pursuing

goals and is nerely waiting for a programto determ ne which goal is
to be sought.
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Pr ogranm ng t he Conputer

The instructions to your goal-striving conputer conme in the form
of mental images, the idea of a successful conpletion of a task, for
exanpl e. The i mages nust be very clear, however. You nust decide
exactly what you want to do, not just what you don't want to do.
Exanmples in whitewater that inmediately cone to nmy nmind are Jon
Lugbi || sayi ng:

I was in nmy first World Chanpi onship at 14. Wen
| saw the awards cerenony, | went nuts. | wanted to be
up there.

O Cathy Hearn saying:

Al'l of us had dreans about having the ultimte run...
of being World Chanpi on.

The goal nust be nore than just a pipe dream however. It nust
be sonething that challenges the athlete, yet is within the real m of
the possible. Is the athlete physically and nentally capabl e of
attaining the goal, or can he nake hinself capable? WII he have
sufficient practice time and adequate facilities to pursue the goal
not just for one summer, but year round for many years? Finally, the

athlete should be able to set many internedi ate goals to reach on the
way to achieving the ultinmate one. Such internediate goals m ght be:

* Getting within a certain percentage of a well -
known top paddler in your class.

* Wnning a |l ocal race.
* Wnning the junior nationals.

* Finishing in the top ten in a major internationa
race.

* Wnning the senior nationals.
* Wnning a major international race.

* Placing in the Wrld Chanpi onshi ps.
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"‘No Other Large Enotional Conmitments’

Not only is it critical to obtain a vivid nental picture of your
goal, and thus a strong program for your conputer, it is necessary to
devel op a deep enotional desire to achieve the goal - - provide
sufficient "electricity to drive the conputer. The athlete nust
picture in his mnd that it is indeed possible to achi eve the goal
He must become very enthusiastic about the prospects of achieving it.
He keeps going over themin his mnd and generates a | arge degree of
enmotional energy to drive the conmputer. This is sonetines called
affirmati on of the goal and two specific ways of doing it are as
fol | ows:

* Wite down on a piece of paper the goal that is
associ ated with your nental inmage.

* Try to verbalize the feeling that conpletion of the
goal triggers and wite that down, too, in as vivid
detail as you possibly can. |Imagine the sounds and
snells as well as just the sight of conpletion of
the goal. Then say it out |oud. Doing this engages
all of your senses.

One good time to nmake the statenent of affirmation is before
going to bed. Say it over 2-3 tinmes, close your eyes... go to sleep

| believe that during the time an athlete is trying to achieve a
maj or goal, such as making the national team or wi nning the Wrld
Chanpi onshi ps, he needs to punp all his enotional energy into
achi eving that goal. Hence, years ago | found nyself saying that
during periods of serious training, the athlete can afford "'no other
| arge enotional commtments.” |f one cannot make an excl usive
conmitment to serious training, then one nust set goals comensurate
with the conmitnment possible.

‘Let It Happen, Don't Make It Happen"

Once you have a vivid nmental picture of your goal, and sufficient
enoti onal attachment to achieving it, you have already programred your
conputer and it begins automatically to pursue the goal you have
chosen. You shoul d not beconme too concerned about whether the process
will work for you -- whether the goal-striving computer will function
In fact, excessive worry will jamit and keep it from functioning
properly. You must ‘let" it function properly, not "make it
function.

Wth your conscious mnd you can gather infornmation and nmake
concl usi ons and use themto nodify the programfor the conputer. You
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shoul d be quite cold and realistic in gathering and eval uating the

i nfornmati on, and then wite a new program and begi n again. But the
conscious nmind is not the one which produces the final results; it is
t he subconsci ous. Anxi ety about whether the subconscious will perform
properly is counterproductive because these fears interfere with the
wor ki ng of the conputer.

The athl ete should not fear making errors as he noves towards his
goal -- whether that goal be changing his self-image or |earning new
gate techniques or new training techni ques. The conputer noves
towards its goal like a guided missile, reacting to negative input as
well as to positive input. If the computer produces an action which
is "off course" it sinply nakes a correction and tries again

This is particularly true of skill learning. It is acconplished
by trial and error; taking a shot, readjusting the aimand trying
again until you hit the bull's eye. Then, the proper technique is
rehearsed over and over until only the correct version is renenbered.
Al'l the erroneous ones are forgotten.
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Experienci ng Success

It is not enough just to select a new self-inage and pursue it
enmotionally. There rmust al so be positive feedback al ong the way or
el se "constantly bunmping into reality will undercut your efforts.
Positive feedback is experiencing success, starting with little
successes and | eading to bigger ones.

The first achi evenent of success can cone through nental
rehearsal. Because the subconsci ous cannot tell the difference between
a real experience and one that is vividly inmagined, it reacts the sane
way in either case. This is the foundation of nental rehearsal
Vividly inmagini ng experiences is as good as, or sonetimes better than
actual ly going through them

There was a fanpus study done sone time ago on learning to do
free shots with a basketball. One group practiced free shots every
day, while another did nothing but nentally rehearse them every day.
The latter group ultimtely outshot the forner group in a final test.
The probabl e expl anation: The group that practiced nmental rehearsa
never practiced free shooting incorrectly! The nore often you inmagine
an event with a successful conclusion, the nore often you undergo the
experi ence of success and the nore self-confidence you build up

At first glance, nental rehearsal woul d appear useful only for
actions that are known ahead of tinme or that can be pre-planned. But
it can also help an athlete react spontaneously to sudden changes --
as long as he nentally rehearses these situations, too.

Later on, success can conme in isolated parts of slalomtraining,
such as being the fastest in flatwater sprints, being very good on
one type of gate conbination, or being very conpetent at big water
pl aying. Finally, success builds upon success -- winning little races
| eads to winning big ones -- until the athlete can take on all new
tasks in an atnosphere of confidence and success.
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ATTENTI ONAL STYLES:

Human bei ngs have, broadly speaking, four different attentiona
styles: narrow or broad, internal or external. Different aspects of
sl al om denand different attentional styles, and for this reason,
flexibility in going fromone to the other is an inportant ingredient
to success. So is the ability to sustain one style | ong enough when
the situation demands it.

Oten athletes enter a situation with the wong attentional style
because they have difficulty using one or nore of them Just as an
individual is born with a propensity towards strength or endurance,
so are individuals born with a propensity towards certain attentiona
styles and they need to practice those in which they are weak.

The rest of this section describes the different attentiona
styl es and discusses their application to slalom

Wdth of Attention

Attention may be described as being either narrow or broad. In
slalom doing a tricky gate conbination requires a very narrow
attentional focus. Choosing the right pace for the course, on the
ot her hand, requires a broad one, because the athlete has to factor
in a nunber of variables, such as Iength of the course, nunber and
nature of the upstreans, and difficulty of the water.

An athlete with a broad attentional style is sensitive to many
things that are going on around him and for many purposes, such as
initially gathering information upon which to base a race strategy,
this is very inportant. But sonetinmes this athlete will attenpt to
process too rmuch information. For exanple, in his training, he may
try to prepare for too many gate conbinations, with the result that
he never all ocates enough tine to the contingencies which are nost
likely to occur, such as the ideal upstream This kind of athlete may
consider too many possibilities and thus nake the situation even nore
confusing rather than nore clear. Sonmetines this athlete has trouble
sticking to one plan or strategy, not because he fails to devel op
pl ans, but because he devel ops too many and keeps switching from one
to the other.

An athlete with a narrow attentional style is quite different.
He is good at focusing on one particul ar object and ignoring
di stractions. But this athlete may fail to identify enough
alternatives and thus not prepare in enough areas. In this category,
| think, is the slalompaddl er who practices all his reverse gates in
a certain way, or all his upstreamgates in a certain way. He may
i gnore ot her approaches entirely, with the result that if the race
stresses those things he has practiced, he does very well, but if it
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stresses those things not practiced, he does poorly. In unanticipated
situations, this type of athlete may be incapable of coming up with a
new, nore appropriate strategy once the original one is found to be

i nadequat e.

Direction of Attention

Attention may be described as internal or external. An athlete
exhibiting an internal style focuses on his own thoughts or feelings.
An athlete with an external style focuses on things that are going on
outside his body. The ability to listen to your body" in order to be
able to evaluate how tired you really are after training, and thus
al l ow for proper recovery, would require an internal attentiona
style. Instinctively sneaking a slalom pole wthout thinking about it
woul d require an external attentional style.

An athlete with an external focus is likely to rely on refl exes
and instinct in conmpetitive situations. He may not be good at
sticking to prearranged plans, and may act nore or |ess as though he
were encountering the situation for the first time. In other words,
he may have difficulty learning fromm stakes. This is the slal om
athl ete who continues to try to sneak all upstreans even though he
usual ly hits them

On the other hand, an athlete with an internal focus sonetines
spends so nuch tine analyzing his own thoughts and feelings that he
doesn't notice what is going on around him He may even start with an
external focus, in that he identifies a problemto be solved, but
t hen spends so much tine planning howto deal with it that the
situation has changed by the tinme he tries to inplement the plan and
it is no longer relevant. An exanple of this is the athlete who
neticul ously plans how he will do all the noves on a sl al om course,
but fails to notice that the water has risen slightly during the
ni ght before the race, thus rendering his particular strategy
i nappropri ate.

There are 4 obvi ous conbinati ons of attentional styles: broad-
internal; broad-external; narrowinternal; and narrow external

Br oad- I nt er na

An athlete with a broad-internal style is capable of formulating
race strategi es and seasonal strategies. He is analytical, good at
gat hering informati on and benefiting fromit. He is often able
nentally to rehearse a race in his head before the actual event. On
the water, he does not commt the same mistake twice, and he is able
to rebound froman error by being flexible enough to turn to a new
strategy once it is apparent that the initial one is wong. This sort
of attentional style is particularly good for a coach, but since
there are so few coaches in our sport, the successful athlete
inevitably has to do a | ot of the planning and thinking a coach woul d
ordinarily do.
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On the other hand, an athlete with a broad-internal focus
sonetines tries to process too much information and becones so
involved in his analysis that he fails to notice that the situation
has changed, nmking his plan inappropriate.

Br oad- Ext er na

An at hl ete needs a broad-external focus when dealing with conpl ex
and rapidly changing situations that cover a wi de area, so that
awar eness of everything occurring is inportant. A good exanple woul d
be a teamrace, when each boater has to have sone idea of what his
teammat es are doi ng, not just what he hinself is doing. However,
there is the danger that an athlete with a broad-external attentiona
style mght try to process too much information and thus confuse
hi msel f.

Nar r ow- Ext er nal

An athlete with a narrowexternal focus is good at addressing
situations where physical activity, once started, continues without
change and total concentration on an objective is needed. Producing a
maxi mum performance in a slalomrace or practice session is one
exanple. Athletes with a narrow external focus are best at
di sregarding irrel evant cues and distractions, such as crowd noi se.
Their external focus keeps them frombeing distracted by their own
t houghts and fears, too.

The danger of this attentional style is that the athlete may fai
to include enough information in his strategy and reacts only to part
of the problem

Nar r ow- | nt er na

This attentional style is nore appropriate to downriver paddlers
than sl al om paddl ers, or to endurance or distance workouts done by
slal omi sts rather than to slalomraces. An athlete with a narrow
internal focus functions well when he does not have to deal with
sudden changes. He uses this attentional style to withstand pain. He
wor ks at devel oping a certain thought or rhythm and once "in the
groove  is able to distract hinself fromfeelings of fatigue. Because
the attention is narrow, the athlete avoids thinking negative thoughts
that m ght suggest failure. He often focuses on things like the
swi nging of his arms, or the rhythm of his breathing, instead.

The danger of this attentional style cones if it is coupled with
a negative self-image. If the athlete has a basically negative self-
i mage, once he becones tense during a workout, he notices it nore,
and thus becomes even nore tense. He tightens up, with a consequent
drop in technique and therefore in performance. Wile this
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is nmore likely, in my experience, to happen during practice, it can

al so happen during a race. A slalonmist feels tired half way down the
course, or even after the first few gates, and allows this to trigger
feelings of self-doubt and fear.

Practice Attentional Styles

As an athl ete becomes nore mature, he inevitably |earns sonething
about which attentional styles are required for different aspects of
slalomtraining and racing. Basically, he learns to respond to
sel ective cues, that is, he realizes which things are inportant to
concentrate on and which things are really irrel evant. However,
feel it is possible to speed up this natural process, so that it
won't take years for the athlete to learn it hinself. Racers should
consci ously decide for thensel ves where their weaknesses lie in
attentional styles and then practice those styles in which they are
weak, the sanme way they woul d practice gate techniques.

Sone drills mght be:

* For broad-internal focus: evaluate practice sessions
after they are over. Ask yourself "what is at |east
one thing | have learned fromthis session?" Wite
that down in your training | og. Evaluate race
per f ormances by studying your sleep habits, training
frequency and quality, warmup procedure, race
strategy and course analysis habits.

* Broad-external focus: practice gates in inperfect
condition once in a while, such as on a w ndy day,
when things are changing all the tine.

* Narrow external focus: create very precise targets
in gate practice. Aimto hit each upstreamexactly 6
i nches inside the outside pole, and do it time after
tinme. Focus on a tiny spot on the pole rather than
vaguely on the gate in general

* Narrow Internal: do distance paddles with a change
of tenpo either in gates (as | oops) or on a
strai ghtaway. Keep the courses sinple so you can
concentrate on your feelings on the different paces,
rather than on the water or the gates.
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TECHNI QUES FOR | MPROVI NG CONCENTRATI ON

Ment al Rehear sal

Mental rehearsal is a technique that has w despread application
to slalom not just in controlling anxiety, but for inproving
concentration. It is especially useful in helping a boater |earn new
techniques and to learn a race course. Essentially, the boater tries
to imagine in as nmuch detail as possible every aspect of the situation
he is about to encounter. As discussed previously, nental rehearsa
i s based upon the principle that the subconscious nmnd cannot tell the
di f ference between a real experience and one that is vividly inagined.
Thus, by imagining things accurately ahead of tine, the boater
achi eves the equival ent of many ‘practice runs’ down the course and
"experiences’ the situation he is preparing for nmany tinmes before
actually being init. In this way he increases his awareness of what
i s going on.

Ment al rehearsal can be used not only before a race takes place
--the nmost common application -- but after it is over. In this latter
case, it is used to review what has happened in as nmuch detail as
possi bl e so that the boater can better profit fromthe experience.

Before going further, we need to distinguish between two
di fferent concepts, nental inagery and nental rehearsal. Inmagery is
sinply the ability to devel op images without trying to study or
anal yze them Mental rehearsal, on the other hand, involves studying
the image, or nore likely, a series of inages. It is akin to the
di fference between | ooking at snapshots (inmmgery) and acting in a
notion picture (mental rehearsal). |Indeed, the objective of nenta
rehearsal is for the boater to be able to inmagine things as though he
had a video canmera in his eye, a tape recorder in is ears, a snell
detector in his nose and a tactile sense recorder in his hands. In
this way he captures as nuch detail as possible. Few athletes achieve
this state, being able instead to see only fragnents of the notion
picture, or even nore likely, just visions of thenselves as third
persons performing parts of the action rather than being able to
i mgi ne the action as they would actually experience it in a rea
race.

Di scrim native Cues

Under st andi ng the concept of discrimnative cues is necessary
for properly applying nental rehearsal. Good athletes think in terns
of pictures instead of words. They renmenber mental pictures of race
situations, and gate sequences, since they have been in these
situations many tinmes before. Wen determ ning ahead of time howto

266



run a gate sequence, they need attend consciously only to those
things that are out of place and subconsciously fill out the rest of
the picture based on past experiences. In other words, they pick out
di scrimnative cues and focus on those, not really bothering to dea
with the rest of the picture.

The best example | can give of this is boaters |earning new
courses quickly on our practice course, the Feeder Canal. Boaters for
whom t he Feeder is their home course, can nmenorize a 30 gate course in
a few nminutes. Some of the best athletes can learn it as fast as |
can say it, running along the bank and thinking it up as | go. But
visitors to the Feeder Canal take nmuch |onger to nenorize the course.
This is because they have to menorize where all the gates are, not
just the ones that are in a new configuration ("out of place’) for
this particular course.

The ability to pick up discrimnative cues is crucial to success
in slalombecause it facilitates the | earning of technique. But it is
a fact that some of the cues which are inportant for |earning
technique in the early stages nay becone relatively uninportant in
| ater stages when the techni que becones autonatic. At that stage, new
cues becone nore inportant and the boater nust keep searching for
t hem

Let me give an exanple. Take |earning proper upstreamgate
technique. At an early stage, the boater's discrimnative cue night
be getting the proper approach angle and going into the "pocket  of the
eddy in order to set hinself up for a good exit. At the next stage in
hi s devel oprment, the discriminative cue might become going into the
eddy with his entry draw extended way out in front of himso he wll
be able to convert it into a pull stroke once the boat begins to |ose
t he upstream nmonentum generated by the eddy turn, and thus maintain
glide up through the gate. At the final stage of his devel opnent,
after all of the foregoing has becone automatic, the discrininative
cue mght sinply be renenbering to hit the gate just a shade | ow so
the boater can mmintain great speed and power around the turn w thout
fear of having to slow up to avoid hitting the pol es.

Really great slalomists |ike Jon Lugbill and Richard Fox have
extrenmely keen kinesthetic senses and can detect very snall
differences in weight, feel, and shape that other boaters cannot. They
subconsci ously use these senses to aid themin picking up
di scrimnative cues in running gates on whitewater. But since the
whol e process is subconscious, they may have difficulty explaining
exactly what they are doing. Their first reaction is "I don't know why
| do that, it just feels right." However, once they take the tine to
reflect on what they are doing, it is anmazing how nuch detail they can
tell you. | tried to capture some of this in the techni que sections
of this book.
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Nat ural Rhythm

Part of identifying discrimnative cues and thus identifying

what will later be practiced in nental rehearsal, is noting the
natural rhythmw th which the action is performed. For exanmple, | see
repeat ed i nstances of boaters who can run gates well at one speed,

but if they slow down, they cannot do well. This is because they have

| earned all the nmoves at only one speed, while they really should
learn themat all sorts of speeds.

As a boater's anxiety increases, he is tenpted to speed up his
paddling and this gets himinto unnatural rhythns which can cause
errors in timng and penalties. The boater nust be aware of all of
this as he searches for discrininative cues. The way to do this is
for himto focus his attention on his feelings and behavi or when he
is maintaining his natural rhythmand contrast that to the tinmes when
he is out of rhythm

One of the keys in picking out discrimnative cues is to be able
to recogni ze nmuscle tension in your neck, wists, forearns, and back
The sl al onmist nust be able to discrimnate between feelings in these
and ot her nuscl es when he does a reverse gate properly, when he does
an upstream gate properly and so on. This is how he | earns what
"feels" right.

The foll owi ng steps are undertaken when picking out
di scrimnative cues and using themin nental rehearsal

* Pick an activity that you wish to work on, such as a
particul ar gate conbi nati on or sequence. The sequence
shoul d have a definite start and finish so natura
rhythns can be practiced, too. Finally, the sequence
shoul d be short enough so it is easy to concentrate
on.

* Determ ne whether the objective is to | earn new
techni que or sinply inprove your consistency using
t echni ques you al ready know.

* |f the objective is to | earn new techni que, you nust
first have a clear idea of what you are trying to
copy. Unfortunately, this is not always possible in
sl al om because it is not easy to find soneone who
can teach you the "arcane art’. Myst top boaters have
to "re-invent the wheel" and figure out the right
techni que through years of trial and error
Hopefully, this book will help to renedy that
situation. Still, the best way to learn is to watch
top boaters in action,

268



or better still, get videos of themso you can study
them But to get nobst out of watching, you have to
be attuned to what to watch for, and that is where
think this book can be nost hel pful.

Assumi ng that you understand the correct technique,
the first step of nmentally rehearsing it is to go
through the activity in your mnd as vividly as
possi ble in the sane manner that you had been doing
it previously. Then, carefully conmpare the old way
wi th what you perceive to be the new way. Go through
the new way in your mnd until you develop a very
clear picture of yourself doing it successfully and
i magi ne what that feels Iike. The di screpanci es be-
tween the old way and new way are the discrimninative
cues whi ch you should enploy to correct errors as you
nental ly rehearse the correct technique.

In going frommental rehearsal to actual physica
practice, be aware of the fact that there may be
flaws in your nental picture. Therefore, don't try
overly hard to duplicate that picture on the water,
but all ow your body to nake any appropriate
adjustments to correct for flaws in your imagi ned
version.

Right after running a sequence well, it is useful for
you to stop and rehearse it nmentally a fewtines to

hel p reinforce the proper way. Then, you can try it

agai n.

Anot her technique is to alternate technical training
with nmental practice. In this instance, you | ook at

vi deo tapes, nentally rehearse what you see, and then
try the activity before going back to the video. |
have used a variation of this technique with good re-
sults. | take a video canmera to the river, take shots
of the boater perform ng the nmove, show themto him
wi t hout his even having to get out of the boat, and
have himgo right back out and do the whol e thing over
again to perfect the picture. It is inportant that
there is no delay between the boater's perfornmance,
seeing hinself on the video, and trying it again.
Because of this, the nental picture is fresh and
easily associated with feelings and sensations.

If the objective is to gain consistency with new
techniques -- or even old ones -- the key is
practicing the techni que over and over again with a
passive attention-al style. The first few tines you
practice the nove, pay
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attention to the sensations your nuscles are
experiencing during each phase of the sequence or
nove. Then, do the sane nove nore tines with a natura
rhyt hm going through the entire sequence w thout
trying to focus narrowy on one conmponent, but on the
whol e action. Make sure to do this at various speeds,
too. After the practice session, try to consciously
renmenmber all the feelings, sounds, snells --
everything -- that was associated with the successfu
conpl etion of the act. This can be rehearsed outside
the boat to obtain even nmore "practice time."

Control ling Anxiety

Anxi ety produces different effects in different athletic events.
It creates tension and while tension is actually good for preparing to
unl eash purely nuscul ar force or endurance (weight lifting; running),
it is disruptive in sports like slalomwhere a high degree of
technique is involved. Tension effects coordination and
concentration. Anxiety may cause tension in the neck nuscles, for
exanpl e, which affects the athlete's "feel"” in the gates, by actually
interfering physically with his forward stroke, thus naking himnore
likely to hit gates, lose tine, and tire faster. Also, as the athlete
becomes overly excited, he loses the ability to control his
attentional style. As anxiety increases, attentional focus narrows.
Thus, anxiety can not only |ower capacity to performoptinmally, but it
can actually distort the athlete's perception of what is going on
around hi m

Al'l athletes have anxieties but some are better able than others
to control them Wile there actually are methods (Bi of eedback} for
obj ectively neasuring the physical effects of anxiety upon athletes,
they are generally too expensive or unavailable for slalomsts to use.
Neverthel ess, it is perfectly possible through observing an athlete in
conpetitive situations and conparing himw th other athletes, to gauge
his typical enotional reactions. After this, he can better search for
ways to inprove them He can wite out a list of stressful feelings
and nethodically arrange a plan for dealing with each of them

Sone at hl etes subconsciously try to control anxi ety by exhausting
t hensel ves in practice, knowing intuitively that if they get really
tired it relaxes themenough so that they can't get anxious. The
problemwi th this approach, however, is that such athletes tend to
burn t hensel ves out and do not have sufficient energy on the day of
the big race.

Two final points should be added here:
* The nobre automatic a boater's skill level, the nore

tension he can tolerate. | believe this is one reason
why it is useful for boaters to conpete a lot in
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practice (but only after necessary skill Ileve
has been achieved). It helps nake the athletes
skill automatic.

* A boater can tolerate nore tension if it is caused
by notivation rather than by anxiety. In fact, a
certain anount of tension in a slalonist is a good
t hi ng because it arouses himto peak performance.
It used to be thought that sone rel axed athletes
needed to be "psyched up’ before a race, while
ot her, nore nervous athletes needed to be cal med
down. Recent studi es have shown, however, that the
critical objective is sinply hel ping each athlete
reach his customary | evel of arousal, the | evel he
usual |y reaches in practice when he has a good
session, nothing nore, nothing |ess.

TECHNI QUES FOR CONTROLLI NG ANXI ETY:

Wil e there are several techniques for controlling anxiety that
are being used today in sports, they all seemto have a comon thene:
creating a nore passive attentional style. In other words, the
concept of “trying hard is replaced with the concept of devel oping a
‘fascination for" the task at hand. "Trying is a conscious effort
when what is needed is a subconsci ous one. Wiile many athl etes have
their own techniques for controlling anxiety, sone of the nore well -
known ones now being used in sport are di scussed bel ow

Hypnosi s

Many people are scared by the word hypnosis because it has
connotati ons of surrendering one's will to a manipul ator. O her
peopl e think that hypnosis gives the subject superhunman powers.

Nei ther of these beliefs is true. In essence, the hypnotist sinply
frees the athlete to performup to his level of ability. O course,
since nost people do not performup to their level of ability, it may
seem t hat soneone who does is a superman

To understand hypnosis, it is inportant to realize that the
brain has a conscious, dom nant side (left side in right-handed
peopl e), and a subconsci ous, non-domi nant side (right side in right-
handed peopl e). The dominant side deals with |ogical thinking,
| anguage, and building small details into a | arger picture. The non-
dom nant side deals with the perception of whole novenents or whol e
ideas. It is given to inmages rather than words, to nusic rather than
i deas.

It is believed that hypnosis nonmentarily curtails the functions
of the dom nant side of the brain, thus releasing the non-don nant
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side to imagine nore vividly and thus ‘rehearse’ nore effectively
situations that the athlete deals with in conpetition or practice.

It is also thought that hypnosis aids in the reduction of
tension by hel ping the athlete rehearse relaxed attitudes, starting
first with nuscular relaxation and going next to nmental relaxation

Hypnosi s can be used for the following things in sport:

* Motivation to practice.

*

Ment al rehearsal under hypnosis.

*

Facilitation of relaxation during conpetition to
i mprove concentration or to inprove sleep at night.

* Reviewing a conpetition performance or practice
performance afterwards to see what happened.

* Exorcizing fear through exam nation of feelings
associ ated with past traunmatic experiences.

* Enhancing the menmory and i mages of past successes in
order to inprove confidence.

* | nducing ammesia to bl ock pain caused by injuries or
to block the menmory of bad experiences.

*

Hel ping the athlete to concentrate and narrow his
attentional focus in key circunmstances.

Hypnosis is admnistered in the follow ng way: A hypnotist makes
a series of suggestions ainmed at rel axing the subject and encouragi ng
himto enter into a passive and reflective state of mind. This is
acconpani ed by techniques of getting the athlete to strain his eyes
so that he wants to close themand rel ax. Once the passive state is
reached, the hypnotist nakes specific suggestions ained at inproving
the athlete's performance. These are reinforced by post-hypnotic
suggestions after the athlete wakes up

Probl ems Wth Hypnosis

* Many athletes are not good subjects because they are
strong-wi |l ed individuals who feel the hypnotist is
mani pul ating them

* You need a conpetent hypnotist, and they are costly.
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* Unless the coach is present to oversee the hypnoti st,
t he hypnotist nmay inadvertently give the athlete in-
appropriate suggestions.

*  The hypnotist's suggestions may be misinterpreted by
the athlete. The sane words may have different mean-
i ngs and connotations to the athlete and the hypnoti st.

* The athlete m ght beconme dependent upon the hypnoti st,
especially if the athlete | acks self-confidence. The
hypnoti st should make sure to transfer the confidence
the athlete builds up in him back to the athlete him
sel f.

AUTOGENI C TRAI NI NG

This and several of the follow ng techniques differ from
hypnosis in that they are self-adm nistered. The effects, however,
are simlar to those of hypnosis.

Autogenic training is a self-induced rel axati on procedure. Its
aimis to lower anxiety and thus inprove the ability to concentrate
Over several nonths, the athlete is taught to develop in different
st ages:

* The ability to relax different parts of his body
i ndependently of the others. He alternates between
tensi on and de-tension.

* Feelings of warnth and coolness in different parts of
t he body independently.

* Feelings of warnmth in one part of the body simnultaneous
with feelings of coolness in another part.

* Control of breathing.

* Control of heart rate

Utimately, the aimis to be able to do all of these things under
stressful conditions, in just a few seconds, in the tine it takes to
take a deep breath, inhaling and exhaling slowy. Autogenic training,
like gate skills, needs constant practice, over many nonths before
the athlete can rel ax under stress.

Aut ogeni ¢ Trai ning should begin in non-stressful circunstances,
eventual Iy being undertaken in nore stressful conditions as the
athlete begins to master the techniques. Normally, the training is
done at home with the athlete listening to cassettes. | know of at
| east two Worl d Champi ons who use these cassettes.
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It is inmportant that the athlete has a passive concentration
during exercises. He should not try to develop the desired rel axed
feeling through will power, but through the subconscious mind. He nmay
find his thoughts wandering fromthe exercises, especially when he
first starts them but he should realize that this is normal and
nothing to worry about. He should just realize that his attention has
wandered and return to the exercise. He should not do the exercises
for more than about 10-15 minutes at a tinme because consciously trying
to relax when it isn't working often increases tension, rather than
lowering it.

The advant ages of autogenic training:
* More people respond to it than to hypnosis.
* There is no dependency upon soneone el se.
* The athlete does it when he wants.

* |t doesn't cost anything.

The di sadvant ages:

* It is often hard for an active athlete to sit stil
and rel ax.

* The athlete may not have faith in his ability to use
the procedures or benefit fromthemand thus drops
out of the training early on.

TRANSCENDENTAL MEDI TATI ON

Transcendental meditation (TM is associated with a number of
Eastern religious beliefs, which for sone people is a negative. But
if those beliefs are stripped away, there renmain nany principles that
are val uable for athletes.

The purpose of TMis to elimnate anxiety and to help clear
t hi nki ng by teaching the subject to concentrate on a ‘mantra’. The
mantra is sinply a neutral word or sound which the subject says over
and over again to hinself with his eyes closed. He does this twice a
day for 15-20 minutes at a sitting.

During the exercise, the subject attenpts to concentrate
passively on the mantra, to "experience it. Thus, he doesnt force
his attention to stay on the mantra, but nerely lets it stay there.
If he feels his attention wandering, he sinply thinks about what is
happeni ng and then returns to the nantra. The passive reflective
style is the inportant part of TM The subject does not try to
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control his attention. He allows it to wander and does not
consciously force it to concentrate on the nmantra.

O her Eastern nmeditation procedures have the same principle. In
Buddhi st wal ki ng nedi tation, the subject focuses his attention on the
sensations that arise fromwal king, the novenent of his legs, for
exanpl e. Gt her procedures center around concentrating on a single
spot, on light or sound. Oriental martial arts use body novenents as
a mantra. All of the meditation procedures stinulate a steady and
clear concentration style that is extrenely valuable in athletics.

The Advant ages of Meditational Practice Are:

* Lowers bl ood pressure, heart rate and respiration
rate.

*  Decreases blood lactate |evels, thus potentially
aiding in recovery from workouts.

Di sadvant ages:

* TM enphasi zes a non-conpetitive, passive attitudina
focus which is not appropriate to certain aspects of
slalomtraining. If you are trying to | earn new gate
techni ques, for exanple, you need an active
attention style. But if your skill level is adequate
and you know the sport well, a passive type of
concentration is best.

* TMis associated with bizarre religious practices.

*  Concentrating on a sound is dull

SI MULATI ON

Sinmulation is a techni que based on a sinple principle: determ ne
what produces anxi ety on race day and try to sinulate those sane
conditions in training sessions so they can be practiced, too. | have
done this for years by having sessions which consist of only 3 tined
and scored runs on a full length course (one practice and 2 official"
runs) agai nst conpetition. The courses often begin wi th count-downs
as they might in a real race.
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DESENSI T1 ZATI ON

Anot her techni que for controlling anxiety, especially when you
can't use the simulation techni ques described above, is to practice a
techni que which essentially ains at replacing each anxious feeling
with a rel axed and confident feeling. By exam ning photographs, video
tapes and listening to verbal descriptions of the race course and
surroundi ngs, the paddler gets used to it, sinply by using his
i magi nati on. He can al so discuss the feelings associated with sitting
in the start gate, seeing scores after first runs, and watching the
opposition, and try to associate themw th positive feelings, in the
fol |l ow ng way:

ANXI ETY PRODUCI NG FEELI NG RELAXED FEELI NG
Al'l the things that Al the things that
coul d, go wrong. could, go right.
I"'mso worried | want I'd rather be in my
to give up. shoes than in nmy

opponent s.

ANTI - SYMBOLS

The aimof this technique is to |l earn how to subconsciously
associ ate a negative imge with a positive one. First, the athlete
lists his fears. Then, he | ooks for an appropriate anti-synbol that
can replace each fear in his subconscious. The anti-synbol is the
exact opposite of the negative synbol. For exanple, if an athlete
i magi nes that he is nervous, he replaces that with a positive inage of
hi nsel f being confident. This process takes tine to practice and
perfect. Another exanple: view a race as an opportunity, not a
crisis, an opportunity you have waited a long tine for so that you can
finally show how good you have becone.

COVPETE AGAI NST YOURSELF

This is not so much a technique as an attitude about conpetition.
One of the major attractions of participation in amateur athletics is
the potential for inproving self-imge. Yet inexperienced athletes
depend upon the reactions of others to give themthe self-esteemthey
seek. This is because the inexperienced athlete cannot predict his
performance and therefore has little way to evaluate it except by
whet her he wins or [ oses or by how others feel about his perfornmance.

But if he relies on others to boost his self-imge, he accepts
their standards, and anxieties arise when he tries to neet them
Those standards may not be realistic ones for the athlete, which
exacerbates his feelings of insecurity as he tries vainly to live up
to them
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As the athlete gets nore experience, however, he is nore able to
predict how well he will do in races. At that stage, he can devel op
his own standards for success instead of having to accept soneone
else's. In other words, he learns to conpete agai nst hinself and
t hi nks about having a good run (for hin) rather than just wi nning or
losing. In this way, his anxiety is |owered.

ENERGY REGULATI ON

It is inmportant that the slalom st have enough psychol ogi ca
energy on the day of the big race. Often, however, he has not built
up his psychol ogi cal energy reserves during practice sessions, uses
up too nuch energy right before the conpetition, and wastes his
energy during the conpetition

To build up psychol ogi cal energy, the boater should plan certain
wor kouts so he has to use 100% of his psychol ogical energy to
conpl ete them successfully. In a typical workout, a boater nmi ght use
70-80% of hi s maxi mum psychol ogi cal energy. But in races, he needs

100% of it. For this reason, | believe it is necessary to build up
hi s maxi mum psychol ogi cal energy by using it in many, but by no neans
all, training sessions. This neans that the slal om st should take the

session extrenmely seriously: he gets to the workout a hal f-hour ahead
of the scheduled time and gets a thorough warmup; he has a very
specific objective to acconplish in the workout, based on a well

t hought - out anal ysis of his weaknesses; he wastes no tinme by talking
to others or sitting in the eddies resting, because he is attenpting
to make the workout as efficient as possible; before each run, he
nmental |y rehearses his plan of attack; after each run he thinks about
it again to discern what went wong -- or right; he selectively

wat ches ot her boaters when there is sonething to learn fromit; he
tries to nake each run a top perfornmance; after the workout he
carefully reflects upon howit went, even witing his feelings into a
training log, both to reinforce themand also to have a record of
themto consult later. If boaters approached nost of their workouts
this way, they would be able to cut down on the total volune of
trai ni ng because they would be replacing it with quality work,

Energy can be built up before a race by getting enough sl eep, and
enpl oyi ng rel axation techni ques, such as are outlined in this
chapter.

Psychol ogi cal energy can be saved on race day by controlling
nervousness and anxi ety by using the techniques described here.
Anot her technique is to learn how to concentrate intensely only for a
relatively short period before the race. Intense concentration for
too long wears the athlete out. Thus, for nobst people it is probably
advisable to get really aroused for the race only a couple of hours
before it, and not many hours before it.
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Concl usi on

The field of sports psychol ogy has tremendous potential for
sl al om where techniques for controlling anxiety and inproving the
ability to concentrate will yield great dividends. Unfortunately,
however, not enough is known about sports psychology in the United
States at the present tine because until recently, nost of the work in
the field has been theoretical research with very little practica
application. This contrasts sharply with the Sovi et Union, where npst
of the work is of the practical application variety and anyt hi ng
di scovered is put to use immediately. But under the direction of the
U S Jdynpic Committee, things are changing. The Aynpic Committee is
attenpting to organi ze sports psychologists in the U S. and generally
make it possible for athletes to use the | arge body of theoretica
know edge that has been built up

Even after the field has been nmade nore rel evant for athletes,
however, it will have to be tailored specifically for slalom As has
happened with the physiol ogi cal aspects of training, information is
first devel oped for other sports, usually running, and then has to be
adapted to slalom This chapter has given the reader an introduction
to sonme of the techniques and areas in which sports psychology is
moving in the hope that it will stirmulate himto think nore about the
mental side of his training and racing, so that as the field of
sports psychol ogy devel ops, he will be able quickly to adapt the
findings to slalom
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