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OUTLINE OF PRESENTATION 
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Introductions 

 

Three Skill Sets for performing under pressure 

 Mental Toughness/Willpower 

  The limits of willpower 

 Excellent Habits 

  The skill that keeps on giving 

  Automaticity 

 Specific Plan For Pressure Performances 

  When autopilot isn’t easy, and willpower is at the limit 

 

 

  

  

PASO/ODEPA 

INTRODUCTIONS 
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• Sochi was my 11th Olympic Games Working for the USOC since 1991 

 

• I’ve worked with nearly every Olympic Sport. 

 

• I’ve worked with swimming Olympians and Paralympians from the Atlanta, 

Sydney, Beijing and London teams.  

 

• I enjoy swimmers, because they work hard, are tough, and because swimming 

gets more mental the higher the level of competition. 

 



Pressure Skill Set #1: Mental Toughness  
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• Why do we believe in mental toughness? 

 

• What is mental toughness? 

 

• Do we rely too much on mental toughness as a strategy? 

 

• What does the research say? 

Our Belief In Mental Toughness 

What is Mental Toughness Or 
“Willpower?” 

• Using conscious effort to do something that is 
hard 

 

• Using conscious effort to not do something 
that is easy 

 

• Examples from swimming? 



Baumeister 1998 Willpower Study 

Willpower uses energy, and you can 
run out of energy. 

Nothing wrong with mental toughness, 
except everyone runs out of it.   
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What if you had a way to do the hard 
things without using willpower? 

The work to build Mental Toughness , or The work to build habits… 

Pressure Skill Set #2: Developing Great Habits  
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• How does “automaticity” work? 

 

• How do habits develop, and how important are they? 

 

• Cues, Routines, and Reinforcers. 

 

• Developing great habits for swimming. 

 

 

Habits and Automaticity 

How much of an Olympic Gold Medal Performance is 
Just having good habits and automatic execution? 



AUTOMATICITY- the ability to do something without 
occupying the mind with the details, allowing it to 

become an automatic response or habit. 

Habits create automaticity 

THE POWER OF HABIT  
By Charles Duhigg 
 
Popularized version of habit 
forming literature . 
 
Does a nice job of describing  
the practical impact of habits 
on lives. 

Some takeaways from the literature on 
habits 

• 40% of our lives governed by habit patterns 

• Basal Ganglia (primitive part of the brain), is 
designed to create habits 

• There is always some sort of reward for habits 

• Not all habits are good habits 

• You can’t really eliminate bad habits, but you 
can “overwrite them” 

 



Automatic Execution 

• Power of Habits and Power of Routines 
– Easiest execution is the execution you don’t have to 

think about 

– What percentage of training is automaticity? 

– What percentage of competition is automaticity? 

 

• Must consciously build the habits and routines 
until they become unconscious 
– Good coaching, good thinking at a young age leads to 

sustained excellence through great habits 

A performer must understand the cues 
and rewards to get the best behavior. 

Cues, responses, reward in sport 

• CUE: 

– Lactic Acid build-up approaching end of swim 

 

• Automatic Habitual Thought: 

– Oh Oh, trouble, slow down 

 

• REWARD: 

– Less pain, less fear of “blowing up” 



Cues, responses, reward in sport: 
Alternative response to Cue 

• CUE: 

– Lactic Acid build-up approaching end of swim 

 

• Alternative Habitual Thought: 

– This is what fast feels like!  Keep technique good! 

 

• REWARD: 

– Sense of control, faster pace 

To develop a new habit, must practice 
it enough times to overwrite old habit. 

• How do you practice a new response to lactic 
acid? 

Practice doesn’t ensure automaticity in 
competition.  There is a gap. 



What happens when automaticity is 
interrupted, and habits are difficult? 

• Big pressure meets can interrupt normal, 
automatic thoughts 

 

• An important question: 

– What if the challenge is simply too much?   

– Is automaticity possible then?  

•  If not, What is possible? 

 

Pressure Skill Set #3:  Race day plans for pressure  
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• Why do we need special plans for pressure races? 

 

• Do your swimmers have a plan? 

 

• Developing an ideal race day plan. 

 

• Three stage plan to streamline thinking for race day. 

 

• Using habits, plans, AND willpower for best races. 

 

 

Does great pressure present new 
cues?  How do you respond then? 



What unique cues take place  
at pressure meets? 

25 Do you have any unconscious habits you follow in pressure meets? 

Pressure Performance, habits, and 
willpower 

• Functional Performance State For Pressure 

1. As much automatic as possible 

2. Streamlined brain when automatic isn’t possible 

• Goals are simplicity, clarity, certainty 

• Requires active effort by athletes- toughness 

• Requires the development of a plan- to        time in 
automatic mode 

       

Before we get to details, do you have a 
PLAN for all of your races? 

• A pet peeve:  When I hear an athlete say, “Well, I 
hope it goes well.  I won’t know till after the 
race.” 
– What bothers me isn’t the uncertainty about the 

outcome.  It is the uncertainty about what the athlete 
is trying to do. 

• ALWAYS have a plan.  Then try to execute it. 
– The difference between, “let’s start driving and see 

where we end up” and “okay, let’s put the address in 
the GPS and see which route is fastest.” 
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Competition Planning Sheet 

• Two plans all swimmers should have: 

 

– 1) What does my ideal race look like? 

 

– 2) What does my best race look like when I am 
challenged?  (when it isn’t easy) 
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Developing a pressure plan 

• Pressure response is a process 

• One key is to realize that a static notion of 
“how great performers think” creates a false 
impression of reality. 

• Doubt, questions, worrying about outcome, 
thinking of future and past, excitement, 
making choices, and then finally, executing are 
ALL a normal part of ideal performance under 
pressure. 

Logistics 

Results thinking 

Self-evaluation 

Tactics 

Strategy 

Technique basics 

 

What’s working? 

 

What’s possible 

 

What’s fast? 

Keys 

For  

Me 
EXECUTE 

Plan 

Plan 

Must develop the habit of preparing for pressure performance.  Three stages: 
1. Answer Questions 2. Find a focus  3. Using will and habits and 

      skills-execute  the focus 



Requires active effort by athletes  
(Maybe Even Mental Toughness) 

• Active effort and engagement by performers 
in the act of “getting themselves ready” to 
perform is critical to success. 

 

• Once the steps of the process are learned, 
they can become part of the competitive 
routine, and require less effort. 

Under Pressure- NEED BOTH HABITS 
AND TOUGHNESS 

• The stronger the habits, the less willpower 
you need to expend 

• The stronger the habits, the more time spent 
in automaticity 

• The more training mirrors the discomfort of 
pressure competitions, the more useful the 
habits in pressure situations 

• Sometimes the willpower is simply saying-  
“trust” 

 

Save your willpower for a focus on 
execution under pressure. 

• Having good habits helps you save up willpower 

• Having a plan for pressure helps direct that 
willpower  

• 3 Step Plan is one option: 

– 1) Answer Questions 

– 2) Find a focus of what TO do 

– 3) With proper focus and certainty of action, 
willpower will help you execute 

• Develop this plan into a habit…. 



THANKS and GOOD LUCK!! 


