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...does it really work?

Sports Psychologist, Roberto Forzoni, gave a presentation of the practical application of Sports Psychology to the
members of the Managers' and Coaches' Course held at Warwick University in May.

Outlined below is a summary of his presentation.

When | was asked to make a presentation at the
Managers' and Coaches’ course on the subject
of sport psychology | had no hesitation in
coming up with the title - "Sport psychology in
Football - Does it really work?'. Over the years |
have heard many contrasting views from
football coaches, players and sport psychologist
regarding the use of psychology in the game
and there are still many negative connotations
regarding sport psychology and football,
perhaps some of this is due to the use of
inexperienced or unqualified practitioners who
have given the subject a bad name. Once

bitten

"Teamwork isn't simple. It's a
frustrating, elusive commadity. That's
why there are so many bad teams out
there, stuck in neutral or going downhill”
— Pat Riley, NBA Coach.

My presentation was based on my own
practical experience as a football coach using
sport psychology, rather than the experience at
some clubs of using an ‘external’ psychologist
The format of the lecture was as follows:

® What has worked and why

® Barriers

® Mistakes
® Case Study
@ Evaluation

Ever since | read about a sport psychologist’s
(John Syer) involvement at Tottenham in the
mid eighties, | took a keen interest in the
psychological aspects of the game. John Syer
wrote a book entitled “Team Spirit™ and it was
interesting to read about player’s thoughts an
psychology when it was a very novel subject
matter indeed. Unfortunately for football,
psychology has remained one of the most
underused of the sport sciences. That is,

until now,

In 1998 I attended the Managers' and Coaches’
course and was left inspired by Steve
MeClaren's lecture when he spoke about his
use of spart psychology at Derby County,
where he was coaching at the time. Steve
showed some mativational video work he had
produced, and recommended some books by
top American Coaches. He also gave some
aclvice for which | will be forever grateful - he
suggested reading for at least 30 minutes a day!

At the time | remember thinking no chance, but
as time went by | tried to become a real student
of the game and have managedloread a
tremendous amount, including sport
biographies, sports science literature and
football coaching resources in general

Most managers and coaches have at least a
basic level of sports psychology knowledge
even if they are unaware of it! | find there is
sometimes a fine line between good coaching
practice and the use of sport psychology. In
muost cases the sport psychology knowledge
has been developed over time by the coach,
and generally through trial and error. Walching
and perhaps emulating some characteristics or
methods of other coaches has also been a way
of gaining the further expenence necessary to
help improve the performance of your players.

I started using various psychological techniques
whilst working at the Crystal Palace Academy
whereby players were continually challenged to
improve, set goals and targets for training and
matches. | created a really positive, task
orientated, environment whereby players were
encouraged to make mistakes! This helped
players to play without a fear of losing and the
fact they each had specific tasks to achieve
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SMARTER goal setting rather than 'do your best goals', Remember, with
goals — INK T don't just THINK T} So write them down and continually
monitor them, One thing about setting challenging goals is the fact it
defines failure. Some players and coaches might nat be keen on this. At
Brentford during the 2001/2 season, we set a goal in pre-season to
achieve automatic promotian with one of the smallest and youngest
squads in Division 2, and a faverite for automatic relegation. Whiist we
dicl not achieve qur aim it went to the last game of the season whereby a
win would have secured automatic promotion. Again when invited to
wark al Brighton at Christmas 2002, the club were as good as relegated
from Division 1. We set a challenging goal of survival and again took it to
the last game of the season when we still had a chance to stay up. Whilst
these two examples demonstrate unsuccessful outcomes, the two goals
we set really did challenge the players at both clubs, who were first class
in their application, dedication and focus throughout their respective
campaigns. Both journeys were tremendously rewarding and | believe
both clubs overachieved during these spells. We were brave enolgh to
define failure by setting clear and challenging goals. The players were
brave encugh to work hard in an attempt to achieve these goals. The
staff affered all the support they could. This demonstrates anather
useful psychological technigue - create an atmasphere whereby players
are not afraid to fail. When you set goals you should always expect
problems. They will occur and try and throw you off course. Pat Riley
refers to Thundlerbolts”. When a team is well prepared (and simulation
training is a great way of preparing for problems) then when they do
occur they can be mare easily overcome. | have been amazed at haw
some players have reacted to problematic situations we had previously
discussed.

"When asked the question “Why are you in Barcelona?”,

instead of saying “I'm here to getinto the final” or *I'm here to run
11.1", some of them would say “I'm here to do my best.” | must
admit it didn't crystallise in my mind at the time that it was a bad
answer, but somewhere in the pit of my stomach, | was unhappy

The more | theught about it, the more | realised that such an
answer fs an opportunity to let yourself off the hook — because
you don't set yourself a black and white target. That's tough - to
set yourself a black-and-white target - because as soon as you do,
failure is defined, and therefore risk is great. If you just give
yourself this nice blurry thing — “I'm just going to do my best™ —
failure is far less defined”

Herb Elliot in Winning Attitudes

| use videos to reinforce much of my work. Videos are useful for
motivational, tactical and analytical outcomes, for both teams and
individual players. They can also be great sources of fun. Steve Coppell
meticulously prepares his teams for every match and wall include video
analysis of opposition and his own team as alearning, toal. Together, we
used the motivational benefits of video, primarily on away trips, when we
wauld play the video just prior to arnving at the oppasition ground

Whilst ot to everyone's Hiking, posters can also be useful to reinforce
messages and can be used in the dressing room, at the training ground
and main ground: As well as being motivational and in some instances
inspirational, posters can add to the whole process of helping to create the
right emvironment for players. I try to be alittle different in the use of
images in posters and with software avallable today you do not have to be
agraphic desigrer to quickly complle some powerful posters.

In order to achieve or go close 1o your maximum potental, there s no-
shart cut, It is a matter of doing lots of small things right every day. Its s
matter of daing the right things first time. Every time. Quality rather than
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DOES IT WORK?

For more information on this article or if you have any
specific questions or feedback on the practical use of
sport psychology in football you can e-mail Roberto
Forzoni at roberto@forsport.co.uk
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