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Making Your Self-Talk a Performance Tool

Editor’s note: This is the second of two
newsletters about the concept of self-talk
and its integral relationship to peak
performance.

In the past few issues of Performance
Enhancement News, self-confidence was
identified as one variable that consistently
distinguishes successful from less
successful athletes. Internal dialogue, or
self-talk, was identified as an important
part of self-confidence. It was noted that
planned, productive self-talk can be an
asset to athletic performance whereas
negative, distracting, or too frequent self-
talk can interfere.

In the March issue, readers were
encouraged to begin the process of
identifying their own self-talk through the
use of a self-talk log. What follows
assumes that you have at least casually
used a self-talk log. For details on setting
up such a log, see the March issue of
Performance Enhancement News.

Does Your Self-Talk Help or Hurt Your
Performance?

Determining whether your self-talk helps or
hurts your performance starts with a
careful examination of your self-talk log.
The first place to start is to look over the
column that lists the comments you made
to yourself.

Now look at the ratings attached to the
comments you have written. If you are like
most athletes, you will find that your most
highly-rated performances will be
associated with positive, productive
internal dialogue, such as, “You can do
this” or “Stay focused.” You will also most
likely find that your lowest-rated
performances will be associated with
negative, destructive internal dialogue,
such as, “That was stupid” or “You never
get your first serve in.”

But what if at least some of your better
performances happened when your
thoughts were mostly negative? Contrary
to popular belief, it is possible that both
positive AND negative thinking can be
helpful — under the right circumstances.

There is no doubt the traditional line of
thinking has been that negative self-talk
has a detrimental effect on sport
performance (Harvey, Van Raalte, &
Brewer, 2002). However, recent research
(Hamilton, Scott, & MacDougall, 2007; Van
Raalte, Cornelius, Brewer, & Hatten, 2000)
has suggested that this may not be the
case for every athlete. In fact, for some
athletes, negative self-talk may help by
motivating them to improve their
performance.

The bottom line is that you want to get a
good idea of what type of self-talk you are
usually using and what type of
performance is associated with it. |
recommend that you make logging your
self-talk an on-going process. The more
data you collect, the more information you
will have and, the more confident you can
be as you work to use your self-talk as a
tool for better athletic performance.

Now What?

Taking control of your self-talk is the key to
using your internal dialogue to help your
athletic performance.

While detailed information regarding
managing your self-talk is beyond the
scope of this newsletter, there are some
general tips that any athlete can use once
they have a good understanding of the
patterns of their internal dialogue.

The first thing to consider is the old saying,
“If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” If your self-talk
is working for you, take advantage of it.

Using your self-talk log as a guide, identify
short, positive phrases that you can say to

yourself to keep yourself in the frame of
mind you need to play your best.

If your internal dialogue is distracting or too
frequent, a technique called “thought
stoppage” (Meyers & Schleser, 1980) can
be very helpful. | regularly teach two types
of thought stoppage to athletes: saying
“stop” when distracted or “popping” a
rubber band worn on the wrist. Both
effectively refocus attention. | also
encourage the athlete to remind him or
herself to “stay focused” afterwards.

Finally, there are numerous ways to help
control detrimental negative thinking. All
should start with a review of your self-talk
log where you should look for phrases that
come up with some regularity.

| generally teach two strategies to athletes.
The first is called countering (Bell, 1983).
Essentially, this means that once a
negative thought runs through an athlete’s
mind, such as “l never get first serves in,”
the athlete immediately confronts the
thought with factual information, such as
“That’s not true. On average, 50% of my
first serves are good.”

The second strategy is called redirection.
This means responding to a negative
thought by refocusing your thinking to a
productive thought, such as reminding
yourself of your game plan.

As with any mental skill, controlling your
self-talk takes practice and consistency.

For more information about this topic or
any other topic related to mental skills or
sport psychology, contact your local sport
psychologist.

Coming up in the next issue:

Just what is “mental toughness?”




This quarterly publication is being
offered to you free of charge. You may
share this newsletter with others as
long as it is distributed in its entirety. If
you prefer not to receive a copy, either
call 256-551-4479 or send an email to
moncierj@uasomh.uab.edu. Use
these ame methods to request
additional copies of Performance
Enhancement News, to request an
electronic version, or to be placed on
the mailing list. Back issues of
Performance Enhancement News can
be found on the web at:
www.monciersportpsychology.com.

Dr. Jim Moncier is a licensed
psychologist in Alabama and Florida.
He is an assistant professor of
Psychiatry and Family Medicine at the
University of Alabama School of
Medicine, Huntsville Campus. He is a
Certified Consultant of the Association
for Applied Sport Psychology and is a
member of Division 47 (Exercise and
Sport Psychology) of the American
Psychological Association. His sport
psychology practice includes work with
athletes, coaches, and teams in high

school and collegiate sports such as
basketball, football, golf, soccer,
softball, swimming, tennis, track,
volleyball, and wrestling.

To schedule a sport psychology
consultation with Dr. Moncier, call 256-
551-4479. Questions regarding sport
psychology services can be directed to
Dr. Moncier via email at
moncierj@uasomh.uab.edu. Further
information about either sport
psychology in general or Dr. Moncier’s
practice in particular can be found at:
www.monciersportpsychology.com.

References

Bell, K.E. (1983). Championship Thinking: The Athlete’s Guide to Winning Performance in All Sports. Englewood Cliffs,

NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Hamilton, R.A., Scott, D., & MacDougall, M.P. (2007). Assessing the effectiveness of self-talk interventions in endurance
performance. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 19, 226-239.
Harvey, D.T., Van Raalte, J.L., & Brewer, B.W. (2002). Relationship between self-talk and golf performance. International

Sports Journal, 6, 84-91.

Meyers, A.W., & Schleser, R.A. (1980). A cognitive behavioral intervention for improving basketball performance. Journal

of Sport Psychology, 2, 69-73.

Van Raalte, J.L., Cornelius, A.E., Brewer, B.W., & Hatten, S.J. (2000). The antecedents and consequences of self-talk in

competitive tennis. Journal of Sport & Exercise Psychology, 22, 345-356.

This publication © 2007 by UAB Sport Psychology

Performance Enhancement News

Dr. Jim Moncier

UAB Sport Psychology

301 Governors Drive, Suite 150
Huntsville AL 35801




