Lets start by talking about that very important six inches—NO not that one, not the one that springs to mind, but the six inches between your ears, your brain which has the mental capacity to think  

THIS SESSION WHICH I WILL ENDEAVOUR TO PRESENT WILL BE ABOUT, AS WELL AS OTHER THINGS, MENTAL TOUGHNESS 

Most of us as bowlers understand how to train physically

We know how to work to improve our fitness and physical skills

But how do we train to become better competitors

In other words, how do we improve our mental toughness and control our thoughts during a game

Most coaches and bowlers agree that between 50 and 75% (depending on what level you have reached), of the process of playing well is mental

If you are like most bowlers, however, you rarely spend 5% of your total training time refining your mental skills

The obvious question is why? Why not
If we as coaches and bowlers acknowledge the critical importance of the mental factor, why don’t we train for it?

The answer is that we do not know how to train

The whole area of mental training can seem confusing, hopelessly complex, and even at times self-contradictory  

I WISH THAT I COULD CLAIM THAT THE MODEL THAT I AM ABOUT TO PRESENT TO YOU IS EXCLUSIVELY MY CONCEPTION. IT IS NOT

Much of it is the strategy for success as conceived, experienced, and lived by hundreds of successful athletes, bowlers and coaches

This model represents their story, their struggle for answers, and their path to personal triumph

My contribution has been to listen and to learn from their building blocks of success, remembering that I have been around sport for most of my life, been a coach for over 36 years, and a bowler for 52, so my part has been to be the instigator, interpreter and model builder, using their experiences as both the fabric and the foundation

 THE IDEAL PERFORMANCE STATE

This concept first emerged in the early training of athletes when the AIS was setting up in Australia. [Following the Steel Report]
 In observing athletes involved in all number of sports it soon became obvious that they consistently choose similar words and phrases to describe their inner experiences when they perform well

That observation eventually led to the formulation of a promising hypothesis

Those thoughts as relayed by them were:

A measurably, different mental, or psychological state, exists when an athlete is performing well, as opposed to when he/she is performing poorly

This hypothesis appeared promising because it addressed the fundamental issue of consistency
From a psychological perspective, then, why do athletes perform well one day and poorly the next?
The first step taken in the search for answers was to systematically collect information from performing athletes relative to their internal feelings and mode, during the game

Athletes were first asked to rate the level of their play immediately following a performance, and to describe any feelings in writing, in as much detail as possible

The initial sample consisted of 43 professional and amateur athletes from seven different sports

The sample was eventually extended to include over three hundred performers

THE RESULT

Over and over, the same words consistently appeared when the athletes attempted to describe what was occurring internally when they performed well. The same held true for poor performances

The following is a composite of the internal climate most commonly experienced by athletes during an outstanding performance:

 I felt physically very relaxed, but really energized and pumped up 

I experienced virtually no anxiety or fear, and the whole experience was totally enjoyable

I experienced a very real sense of calmness and quiet inside, and everything just seemed to flow automatically

I really didn’t have to think about what I had to do; it just seemed to happen automatically

I always seemed to have enough time and energy, and rarely felt rushed-almost at times as if I was performing in slow motion

I felt like I could do anything, as if I was in complete control

I really felt confident and positive

It also seemed very easy to concentrate

I was totally tuned in to what I was doing

I was also super-aware – aware of everything, but distracted by nothing

It seemed like I knew what was going to happen before it actually did

From the analysis of several hundred reports of performing athletes twelve distinct categories emerge, reflecting the ideal internal climate for optimal performance.

As the AIS findings were found to be consistent over the wide spectrum of sports that they tested, we assembled a group of established bowlers, and, over a five week, period had them keep records to test the hypothesis and to see if we would come up with the same answers. The same held true for our sport

The twelve aspects of the ideal climate are: (* Put up twelve commandment sheet) 
PHYSICALLY RELAXED

MENTALY CALM

LOW ANXIETY
ENERGIZED

OPTIMISTIC

ENJOYMENT

EFFORTLESS

AUTOMATIC

FULLY ALERT

MENTALLY FOCUSED

SELF CONFIDENT

IN CONTROL

THESE = THE IDEAL PERFORMANCE STATE

 PHYSICALLY RELAXED
For years, I thought getting psyched up and ready to play bowls was something akin to being a little tense and nervous. I thought that if my muscles didn’t feel a little tight, I would play flat, and I didn’t want that

To play with intensity, I thought that I had to get emotionally charged up, and my muscles had to be a little tight to perform. When my research revealed quite the opposite, I was surprised
Athletes, including Bowlers perform best when they’re feeling loose, that’s when they’re experiencing no nervous muscle tension. The more a sport requires delicate, fine motor skills, as we do in bowls, the more critical it is that our muscles are completely relaxed and loose.

Even in a general sense, bowlers do not perform best when their body feels moderately or even slightly tense and tight. Top performance occurs when muscles feel loose and free. As we’ll see later on, tight muscles and nervousness before you play are not necessarily a problem; but during the game they ARE A DISASTER

MENTALLY CALM

This is one of the most important ingredients of the twelve STATES, what could almost be called the Twelve Commandments as they must be followed religiously. It is also the most misunderstood
All too often, bowlers and athletes equate being psyched and pumped for play with a fast, accelerated mental state.

The fact is that bowlers consistently report that when they are performing well, they are experiencing a sense of calm, being quiet inside and enjoying the game and the experience 

The evidence thus far collected also indicates that a bowler’s success in concentrating and responding intelligently during play is directly related to this calmness

A host of familiar performance problems generally surface when mental calmness is replaced with a racy, fast, accelerated mental state.

Even when playing well and at full throttle I, the conscious, analytical and thinking side, keep him, the computer the subconscious side, as a separate identity. I keep my-self and my other part, who is the bowler, in separate places

Some mornings I can wake up felling terrible, but the bowler within me, my own personnel computer, can feel great and if left alone and not made aware of my problems can perform brilliantly on the day

There is no hint of arrogance in this statement; it is a type of schizophrenic thing. You are two different types of people who if they play their separate parts as they are meant to do will combine and perform to the best of their abilities

Any good coach will keep reminding you that you are nothing more than an information gatherer and a life support system for your brain, and that computers and your subconscious mind are useless things--- that are only designed to give answers, and the answers can be wrong if the questions are too many, confusing, or muddled 

WE LISTEN TO A CONTINUING CONVERSATION IN OUR HEAD for most of the time we are awake each day. If this chatter is allowed to run riot and not kept under control during a bowls match it can destroy your mental calmness and concentration. Much of this conversation focuses on our fears
Mental calmness is often accompanied by the feeling that things are going in slow motion

LOW ANXIETY 

 I have always thought that a little anxiety and nervousness was helpful. Even my formal research in this area indicated this, so I was surprised when I learned that athletes perform best, when they feel no anxiety whatsoever

As soon as bowlers begin to feel even a little nervous, or anxious, their performance level drops

The only exception to this is when a bowler can not get energized or pumped to perform from positive sources. In other words, if he is emotionally or motivationally flat. Anxiety proves to be a helpful energy source in this situation (* put up the SYCH graph)

In order to be a good bowler, you must be able to take tough and difficult situations and make them PRESSURE FREE. No one performs well under pressure; the top bowlers in our sport have learned how to take the pressure off

They have also learned to lower their arousal levels during play by doing the following

1. Deliberately slowing their breathing as much as possible.--- Maintaining a slow, regular pattern of breathing, similar to some forms of Meditation

2. Take more time doing everything, 80% of bowlers don’t take enough time on the mat

3. Focus on doing the best you can—not on winning or losing. Try to play “within yourself “, not against an opponent

4. Stay with-in the here and now context, in your thoughts. Focusing on either the past or the future makes things worse

5. If muscles become overly tight, firstly contract and then relax those muscles. Dangling your arms and hands to your sides and vigorously shaking frequently helps to “shake” out excess tension
6. Focus your attention away from disturbing thoughts and clearing your mind by focusing your full attention on a very small object such as the sun reflecting on a wedding ring, [note how the tennis player focuses on a string in his racket]
7. Play down the importance of the performance in your mind

8. Keep a positive and constructive attitude. You are already over-aroused. Should you become increasingly negative, or angry, the situation will become impossible

9. Create the strongest mental image that you can of yourself playing the best game that you have ever played. Recapture the feeling as well as you can

10. Try and have fun and to enjoy yourself. If you can, momentarily step back and gain this feeling of joy and fun in your mind, if you do, negative thoughts will quickly disappear   

ENERGIZED

Along with calmness, feeling properly energized ranks high in importance. So far we have a bowler who is loose, relaxed, calm, quiet, and experiencing no anxiety. From the description so far, he could very well be asleep

Bowlers consistently describe their best performance occurring when they felt pumped with energy

The source of the energy was not anxiety, fear, anger, or frustration, these are negative energy sources 

On the contrary, the one word that captured the energy source best, as described by the bowlers themselves, was JOY 

Feelings of enjoyment and fun and loving what they were doing were strongly tied to the right energy source

The reports made by the bowlers points to the need to differentiate between positive and negative sources of energy

These can best be described as:
High-Octane, POSITIVE Activators: Fun, Joy, Love, Determination, Optimism, Enjoyment, Pride, Self-challenge, Team Spirit, Self-motivation These lift your performance and stay with you and support you throughout the game

Low-Octane, NEGATIVE Activators: Anger, Resentment, Anxiety, Hate, Fear, Tension, Negativity, Threat, and Frustration. None of these usually last very long and can take you over the edge whilst they last

When a bowler can’t get AROUSED or energized from positive sources, he may instinctively resort to negative activators to avoid a completely flat performance. 

Have you ever played better when you suddenly got angry? Every bowler has experienced that at one time or another

Have you ever played worse when you suddenly got angry? That’s an easy “yes” for most of us to remember that rush of blood and that stupid drive or the bowl that you gave no thought to and just threw away 

The problem with negative energy is that a little is often too much

Getting angry or frustrated will certainly get energy flowing, but how do you get a little angry, a little anxious, or a little negative

With positive energy, the more pumped you get (and you can’t get too energized from positive activators), the better you are likely to perform 

The more you enjoy yourself and have fun, the more positive and optimistic you are, and the flow-on effect that results in raising greater team spirit the better

Performing towards the peak of one’s talent and skill is clearly related to high levels of positive energy, accompanied by a profound sense of inner calmness, a unique and intriguing combination
To achieve this:

1. Increase your breathing rate. Take short, quick breaths until you feel your arousal level increase

2. Jump up and down on your toes. Get your body moving as much as possible, pace around in circles, all this to improve circulation and increase heart rate

3. Think challenging thoughts and ideas. Remember, thinking certain thoughts can produce tremendous positive energy

4. Mentally review very quickly your most important goals and objectives as a bowler. Why are you out there playing? That alone may raise your energy level enough to improve your performance

5. Verbally tell yourself things like, “ I can and will play well”; “I can do it”; “Lets get going”; “Think chalk”; “I only need seven shots to win this game”

6. Do some PMR muscle relaxation, or rock backwards and forwards on your heels and toes, you have plenty of time to spare. In a game of pennant, taking say four hours, you are only on the mat for 5 to 10 minuets of that time

7. Create the strongest mental picture that you can of yourself playing that perfect game of bowls that all came together on that perfect day. Recapture the feeling 

8. Even if you don’t feel energized or psyched, start acting as if you do. You can often change how you feel by simply acting that way

9. Always give your best effort no matter how flat you feel. Sometimes the right energy-producing feelings don’t come. When that happens, it’s guts and determination that carries you through

The next time you encounter the impossible craziness, such as the wind, or a fluke shot,( I don’t recognize a fluke, as a fluke , I say that it is an un-recognized opportunity, if it came off it was there to play), a fluke never upsets me, if any of these things happen, get a determined smile on your face and, with all the felling and emotion you can muster, say to yourself --- I LOVE IT

OPTIMISTIC

The importance of feeling positive and optimistic to performing well is no myth

If there’s any doubt in your mind, start asking successful bowlers how they feel about it, and you’ll be quickly convinced

After thirty-five years of  bio-feed back research with athletes, it can now be demonstrated how negative thoughts and feelings undermine performance. As does criticism if it is allowed to fester in a team situation

Even slightly negative and pessimistic feelings make staying loose, calm, and positively energized impossible. Positive thinkers are better competitors 

ENJOYMENT

The principle is simple, when you can enjoy, you can perform

When playing bowls ceases to be fun, performance problems raise their ugly heads

If you believe that you had fun because you played well, you have it backwards

You played well precisely because you had fun. And there’s a big difference
Our best bowlers go well beyond loving to win. They have learned to love the struggle, the battle, and the confrontation

To love winning is easy; to love the struggle and at the same time have fun is what makes a champion
EFFORTLESS

As a young bowler I didn’t understand that playing well can’t be forced

When things didn’t go well, and they frequently didn’t, I had only one response ---try harder! No one ever suggested that trying softer might be the answer

Trying harder often translates into tight muscles and a fast and frantic mental state. I have since learned that there is a big difference between trying too hard and giving a 100% effort

To perform well, I must give myself fully to the task, but I must also let go and “let it happen by itself” 
As ironic as it might sound, playing well is effortless and will occur most readily when you give 100% effort to the task of letting it happen by itself 

AUTOMATIC

I call it “the paralysis by analysis syndrome” and I was a textbook case. Playing by instinct was out of the question

First of all, I wasn’t sure I had any instinct in bowls. I was constantly trying to think my way either into a brilliant performance, or out of a performance problem

It seemed impossible to let go and play automatically

But then, no one suggested that I shut out all the information I had stored in my head

Being logical and analytical seemed natural. “Head still, square to your line, tuck your elbow in, too straight, wrist too loose, follow-through too short, watch your feet, don’t take too big a step, don’t forget to concentrate,” and the list went on and on whilst I pondered my brilliant delivery from the mat, instead of doing a one by one cockpit drill; here I was on the mat with all this chatter going on in my head 

Learning to ‘turn on the automatic’ and to play essentially by instinct using your sub-conscious mind is fundamental to becoming a better bowler 

ALERT

Bright eyed and intelligent is another way of saying it

When bowlers are experiencing their own ‘Ideal Performance State’, they experience extraordinary awareness and the ability to anticipate well, to read what is about to happen, and to respond intelligently to the present situation, appears directly related to this heightened state of awareness 

MENTALLY FOCUSED

The importance of concentration comes as no surprise. We have all heard it before

Two significant understandings emerged from the AIS study

The first is that intentional control stems largely from the right mixture of calmness and high positive energy

The second is that concentration rarely increases with conscious acts of trying harder

It seems to happen naturally when the inner conditions are right, and that’s where mental skills come into play  

SELF- CONFIDENT

Again, this element comes as no surprise. The importance of self-confidence has long been recognized as a key ingredient in success

It is essentially nothing more than the feeling that you can do it, that you can succeed 

It’s the feeling that keeps you calm and poised, and it’s nothing more than a feeling that can be cultivated and controlled.
Exhibiting and flaunting your self-confidence during a game if used properly without being seen as showing-off can be a very effective weapon in intimidating an opponent and dominating a game

IN CONTROL

This last of the twelve commandments is simply the feeling that “I am in control of me”

When bowlers are in the Ideal Performance State, they often experience a characteristic feeling of inner strength and self-control

“While the blood is pounding in your head, all of a sudden everything becomes quiet within you

Everything seems clearer and whiter than ever before, as if great spot lights had been turned on and your body has the feeling of weightlessness and floating with the effortless of flowing movement
At that moment you have the conviction that you contain all the power in the world, that you are capable of everything, you are conscious of no sound or the people around you although you know they are there

There is no more precious moment than this, you have entered the white zone, and you will work very hard and practice for long hours just to taste it again”

If you remember only one point from this whole presentation, the one that will help you most is to go away with the understanding that:

PRESSURE IS SOMETHING THAT YOU INFLICT ON YOURSELF ---- All Bowlers have strategies for Success—tragically though they also have strategies for failure 

   Yours in Bowls,

   Jack Unmack. ©
29/09/2003

