Stuff Happens! Prepare to Manage Distractions
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Another mental preparation strategy, which you can use long before the competition, is to anticipate probable challenges and develop coping reactions to handle these situations. Sport competitions are not played in a vacuum. Stuff happens. For this reason, you need to be prepared when stuff happens to you. Your goal is to react with composure when events happen that could distract you. I ask my students to anticipate several distractions that may occur.

Examples of challenges to anticipate include difficult weather conditions, unfair officiating, rude spectators, psych-out attempts from competitors, poor play, bad luck and unexpected equipment problems. Prepare to cope with any challenge, instead of being surprised by various obstacles or distractions.

Step one is to anticipate unexpected events, distractions or emotional triggers, which may present challenges during competition. The second step is to develop a coping response for each challenge. This gives you a mental edge, knowing that you have prepared yourself to react confidently when challenged. Anticipation and coping is a critical part of the mental preparation package.

Are you interested in a career in mental coaching or sports psychology?
Check out the unique Mental Game Coaching Professional (MGCP) Certification!
During the 2003 US Open, a streaker ran onto the course and distracted Jim Furyk, who was in the middle of the tournament. This could have cost Furyk the US Open title if he hadn’t known how to refocus on his game and cope with an unanticipated event.

To mentally prepare for any situation, my students might begin by addressing the following questions:

1. What are five situations in which you might become distracted and lose your focus – e.g., forgetting to bring a spare racquet to the tennis match or breaking a string on your racquet? 

2. List five instances that might cause you to become upset or frustrated during competition. 

3. Which events would distract you prior to a game, during warm up or during competition – e.g., a weather delay? 

4. What other challenging events might disrupt your game, such as having your equipment break during warm up? 

Looking into your “crystal ball” to anticipate potential challenges is only half the strategy. The most important task is to develop a coping strategy for each of the above scenarios. The goal is to react with confidence, focus and composure. I teach a simple coping mechanism that helps students recognize a distraction and refocus quickly on their task. 

How the Three R’s Work:
1. The first step in coping with a distraction is to RECOGNIZE that you are focusing on thoughts or cues that prevent you from performing “in the now.” You might recognize, for example, that you’re thinking about possible outcomes: “What if they score on me and we lose the game?” 

2. Next, interrupt your current thought process and take control of your focus. REGROUP by instructing yourself to stop focusing on unimportant cues. “Stop thinking about whether we’ll win or lose! That won’t help me right now!” 

3. Finally, bring your mind into the present, and REFOCUS on the task in front of you. Ask yourself a simple question, such as: “What should I focus on RIGHT NOW to perform my best?” 

The primary goal of the three R’s is to help refocus when your mind is sidetracked. You don’t want the distraction to run on for a few plays, shots or laps. It’s OK to lose your focus momentarily – it happens to the most focused athletes during a game. However, mentally prepared players recognize when they’ve become distracted, and quickly refocus on playing in the here and now.

