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STEPPING UP FROM STATE TO NATIONAL LEVEL
By Ken Wood
If we take the trouble to go back, say over the past five years, and assess the performances of our State Champion Age Groupers and compare their winning times with times achieved at National Age Championships, we find that there is nearly a 40% fall-off on times these swimmers achieved at State Championships against those achieved at Age National level, and this jumps to 60% when their swims at National Open level are compared with their State Championship performances.

Even outside the top echelon we have only to compare almost any of the National results, Age or Open, to see the relatively large numbers of competitors who comfortably swim National qualifying times at State level but then fail to qualify at Australian Championships. In this paper, I will put forward three main ideas that I believe are the reasons for these statistics.

The first reason obviously is the Taper and whether the individual coaches are peaking their swimmers for a “once off” meet or for a “mini peak” at State and then up again for the Nationals, or perhaps swimming through the State Championships and easing them a little for the Opens, with the main emphasis on to the Age Nationals. Even if a coach were to rest his or her swimmers three or four times in a season, for every Meet of reasonable standard, they should (all things being even) be able to at least match the P.B. times at National level. Let’s look at some other reasons for these statistics.

Second… Physical strengths and Skills versus Psychological Skills versus Technical Skills. It has been proved on many, many occasions in the past and it will continue into the future where we see athletes with perhaps only one of the three “skills” above still perform personal best times at National Level, but the one skill that they do possess is developed to the point where they are able to, for the want of a better description … create a “margin for error”.

A swimmer may have developed, or be naturally tough by nature (they take pride in this attribute), and without good technique and perhaps a perfect preparation are still able to come up in the pressure meets because they feed off the one attribute they have—it surrounds them. Likewise, a swimmer who possesses a high degree of natural ability with near-perfect technique can produce personal best performances at a high level of competition with perhaps a less than adequate preparation and perhaps a fairly low level or mental toughness.

The third scenario may be the swimmer who is an excellent physical specimen, has worked hard in the gym to further develop strength and flexibility and has eaten the right foods. This person is quite capable of producing P.B. times at National level without perhaps perfect technique and little psychological preparation—just by having a physiological advantage. The same applies to a swimmer who goes into the Nationals with a cold or some other minor disability and still does personal best performances.

I am sure that every coach who has swimmers competing at this level will have experienced one or all of the above. The fact remains that these things do occur, and will continue to occur despite deficiencies in certain areas. The winners and the Age Groupers who ultimately go through to higher honours will always nearly possess all of the necessary traits above.

I think when we get right down to why we get this drop-off in performance between State and National Swims; we must look at the swimmer’s perception of the meet and their ability to use the right focus for the specific events to be swum.

The Australian Institute of Sport psychologist, Jeff Bond, covers the subject really well in a recent paper. He said, “There is little doubt that there is a combination of psychological factors which is associated for each of us with both poor and excellent performances.” That is, there is a set of factors which correspond with our IPS (Ideal Performing State), and when we create these conditions for ourselves in a more consistent way, quality performances will result. When conditions are not right for us, we cannot approximate our IPS and, consequently, our performances are not as good. If each athlete could learn exactly which psychological factors are important, and then learn to control (produce the best conditions) these in such a way as to become very skilled at consistently arriving at an IPS, then perhaps we would be in a better position to predict high quality performances. I would suggest that there are at least five main categories of factors which might explain both the performance drop off which occurs when an athlete is outside his/her IPS, and the achievement of the IPS and corresponding peak performances. However, it is essential that we look at an important aspect which underlies this, I am referring here to the attitudes that an athlete has about…
1. The nature of the competition and 
2. The nature of the task.

These attitudes are fundamental to this whole issue concerning psychological readiness and control during performances, and they may have a very dramatic effect on the five factors listed below.

Attitudes about the nature or importance of a competition or training performance constitute a major input to the degree of pressure an athlete may experience prior to, during and/or after the performance. 
Pressure is a self perceived thing—no one can make us feel pressured unless we allow that to happen. 
What is pressure for one athlete, may not be for the next one. 
Our feelings and the perception of pressure are very much connected with our perceptions of the importance that we or other significant people attach to the competition performance. The five categories of factors Jeff Bond covers fully in his paper are…
1. Cognitive Factors (thinking, self, talk, images)

2. Physical Factors (the body’s physical responses to excessive stress or pressure)

3. Emotional Factors (mood states, or how we feel)

4. Concentrational Factors (the extent to which our concentrational focus matches the requirements of the task at hand)

5. Pre-performance and Performance Routines (we each have a number of established routines or preparatory strategies which serve as the basis for consistent performances)

Any coach with swimmers who are experiencing difficulty in achieving good performances when stepping up to the Nationals or higher standard meet should read Jeff Bond’s paper “Psychological Factors and Peak Performances”. I have a copy which I would be happy to duplicate and send to anyone interested, or it can be obtained from the AIS Information Centre.

To continue on … the acquisition and development of “hard-nosed or tough-minded athletes is not as daunting or undesirable as many may think.

DEFINING A TOUGH MENTAL ATTITUDE

We can see that the ways athletes behave in real life sporting situations are measures that we coaches can use to grasp what is commonly called “Mental Toughness”. These measures of task selection, persistence intensity, etc., can be specifically tailored for various program environments. As these behaviour patterns all relate to how swimmers are incited, pushed, driven or motivated towards a certain goal oven an extended period, they are related to mental toughness.

Finding a tough-minded or mentally tough swimmer is not a problem for most coaches – but it is not normal for us to confine our talent identification to a single factor such as mental toughness. We all know there is a complex interaction of factors relating to body build, state of training and, as we have discussed, psychological disposition. But with the training process under the control of the coach and the swimmer, the greatest potential for developing tough mentally prepared athletes along with other physical and psychological qualities necessary for success certainly exists within this controlled environment. Although tough mindedness can be found more frequently among under privileged individuals, coaches are not often faced with finding, but with developing this quality.

Before considering the ways to develop mental toughness, let us be clear when we answer the question “Mental toughness relates to what?” It would be treading a tightrope if we maintain that achievement is the only reason swimmers participate in your program. If the swimmers were questioned individually as to why they are swimming or why they dropped out, their answers would include … achievement, making friends, belonging to the squad, or the love to feel the thrill of racing. Others like the sport because they like an activity where they can make their own decisions, which fulfil a desire for self control. If the squad direction is solely on achievement, then loss of those people who would have persisted if their needs for other of the above factors were also considered.

PERSISTENCE

It is difficult to develop the ability to work hard over an extended period since often only small margins of improvement occur. While the coach may have advanced knowledge on how to reach the final goal, the swimmers need to have efficient ongoing information accompanied by short term strategies for success. If the short term goals are realistic, the swimmers are able to receive constant and positive feedback on their individual progress, rather than receiving the results of their work at the end of the season through a Championship or a record, etc. This is important, particularly for Age Groupers, since they don’t have the ability of senior swimmers to delay the need for rewards. The reasons for the Age Grouper’s persistence in sport go beyond simple achievement. It is also important for the coach to help ensure that their needs for affiliation and self control are met.

INTENSITY

Intensity of activity is believed to be important in understanding tough mindedness. A swimmer can maintain long term or persistence—just continue to go through the motions. 
Intensity of effort is the type of intensity that peers and spectators most admire, but its instability also makes it the most fallible.

It’s easy to understand why top intensity levels are hard to maintain—they cause the swimmer to hurt. Intense, prolonged intensity builds up lactic acid, one very difficult to maintain, and it causes extreme discomfort. It becomes the coach’s job to explain the beneficial relationship between full intensity workouts and the body’s adaption to ensure these stresses. Pain tolerance increases as the body is exposed to progressively higher doses. It is equally important that the swimmers understand the beneficial effects of these workloads.

I have tried to show in this paper the need for an intimate knowledge of yourself psychologically and the “nuts and bolts” of mental toughness – or tough-mindedness in practical terms. Success breeds success, perhaps because of the powerful effects of modelling or copying the admired qualities of other people. There are countless examples of how the presence of one or two top athletes will cause the work behaviour and performances of the group’s mediocre swimmers to lift to much higher standards.

Once winning environments are established, they tend to perpetuate themselves along with the necessary behaviours that lead to high achievement. The need for self control is met by allowing individuals to take part in responsibility such as decision making.

Tough mindedness should essentially come down to allowing an achieving athlete to seek and maintain standards of performance through hard and constant effort. One is most likely to find tough-minded competitors in squads that value this characteristic. Hopefully, this performance level will also be accomplished within a balanced life perspective.

In closing, I read an interesting article in the daily paper that is pretty relevant…
· “Most faults can be corrected by attitude.

· Past glories are nice, but in recalling them, the mind tends to block out the pain and effort needed to achieve them.

· Natural ability counts for nothing without that filthy four letter word – WORK!”

