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INSIDE THE MIND OF A CHAMPION

By Shira Oretzky, Ph.D. and Erin Kelly Bartelma, Ph.D.

her free-throws,” or “he was the one who fought for 
every inch on the football field.” 

To increase motivation, mentally tough athletes set 
realistic but challenging short and long term goals, 
and in turn use their goals as a source of inner 
motivation (Jones 2008). Their goals and dreams are 
the reason they continue to endure grueling practices, 
spend extra hours in the gym conditioning, and why 
they get right back up after falling down. It’s not that 
these athletes don’t become fatigued or feel defeated 
when they lose; rather, it’s because it is during these 
times that they remind themselves, “I am doing this 
because I want to play tennis in college,” or “I want 
to make it to the Olympic track team.” In the words 
of gold medalist Gabby Douglas, “Hard days are the 
best because that is when champions are made.” To 
help athletes have the motivation of a champion, sport 
psychologists work with them on goal setting exercises 
and identifying positive role models in their sport. 

Building Confidence
Mentally tough athletes often exude a sense of 
confidence. Their confidence and optimism helps 
them to view competition as just another hurdle 
that they will clear with the right practice and effort. 
Confident athletes know what they want, practice 
hard, and trust themselves to perform under pressure. 
This sense of confidence is built on a solid foundation 
that has developed slowly over time and through 
countless hours of practice. These athletes also have 
an awarenessof what it took to get to their current 
level of skill. 

To help athletes build confidence, sport psychologists 
use similar tools to those applied in clinical 
situations. Confidence-building work often includes 
psychoeducation regarding the power of positive 
thinking and how to increase positive self-talk. It can 
also include helping athletes frame their mistakes or 
losses as learning experiences. Sport psychologists 
encourageathletes to practice these mental skills just 
as much as they practice the physical skills their 
coaches teach them.  

What sets an Olympic gold-medalist apart from 
an athlete with similar natural talent? What 

helps one team win a national championship title 
versus finishing in second place? 

These are questions often asked by parents, sports fans, 
coaches, and athletes themselves. Sport psychologists, 
along with some of the greatest athletes and coaches 
offer the same answer: it’s an athlete’s mindset that 
truly distinguishes a champion. This article explores 
the inner workings of a great athlete’s mindset and 
discusses some of the key qualities that set him or her 
apart from the competition. Additionally, the authors 
will identify skills that sport psychologists often teach 
athletes to help them train their brains to think like 
champions.

Mental Characteristics of a Champion 
“Champions are not made in gyms. Champions are 
made from something they have deep inside them - a 
desire, a dream, a vision. They have to have the skill, 
and the will. But the will must be stronger than the 
skill.” - Muhammad Ali

Jones et al. (2002) defines the term “mental toughness” 
as: an innate or developed psychological edge that 
allows an athlete to be more consistent and cope 
more effectively than his/her opponents. Athletes 
with an enhanced sense of mental toughness have 
this electrifying drive, or as Muhammad Ali termed it 
this “will” to succeed, that can almost feel tangible in 
great sports moments. This drive helps these athletes 
to stay focused, determined, and positive even under 
the greatest pressure. Any avid sports fan can attest 
to a time when their favorite team, against all odds, 
came back to win. As psychologists, we can help 
athletes develop mental toughness by building a 
strong foundation based on the cognitive cornerstones 
of motivation, confidence, and resiliency. 

Motivation 
Mentally tough athletes have great intrinsic motivation. 
They show an intense desire and determination to 
succeed. When coaches talk about champion athletes, 
common descriptions often include such statements as 
“she was the one who stayed late everyday to practice 
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Resiliency
“I’ve missed more than 9,000 shots in my career. I’ve 
lost almost 300 games. 26 times, I’ve been trusted to 
take the game winning shot and missed. I’ve failed 
over and over and over again in my life. And that is 
why I succeed.” – Michael Jordan

Mentally tough athletes rebound more easily from 
defeat; they often view setbacks as opportunities for 
improvement. As previously discussed, athletes are 
no strangers to adversity; they are used to overcoming 
physical pain, training when tired or in unfavorable 
weather conditions, and giving 100% every minute 
of a game. However, the most successful athletes are 
those who persevere both mentally and physically, 
and use setbacks as opportunities for growth. Having 
faced a challenge or a loss, mentally tough athletes 
push themselves to perform at a higher level the next 
time around. They see adversity as temporary - merely 
a part of their process to achieve their goals.

Some athletes present with an innately resilient 
temperament, while others have acquired resilience 
by successfully overcoming obstacles. However, for 
both groups of athletes, resilience and essential mental 
toughness, needs to be continually maintained. Sport 
psychologists work with athletes on fostering these 
characteristics by focusing on their strengths, coping 
skills, and future goals. 

Mindfulness for Athletes
“In basketball, as in life, true joy comes from being 
fully present in each and every moment, not just when 
things are going your way.” - Phil Jackson

Mindfulness practices are gaining popularity, along 
with scientific efficacy as an innovative approach to 
working with athletes in sports psychology. Kabat-
Zinn (2003) defines mindfulness as a state of awareness 
and an attunement to the present, without judgment.  
The ability to be a keen observer in the present is a 
tremendous asset to any athlete.  In sports, this state 
of mindfulness is referred to as being “in the zone,” 
with a relaxed concentration that is both effortless and 
flowing.  The ability to focus intentionally can help 
athletes maintain their skills under intense pressure, 
and gives them an edge over their competition.

Applying the concept of mindfulness to sport 
psychology offers an exciting approach.  It allows 
the psychologist to encourage mental flexibility in 
athletes. Thoughts profoundly impact performance, 
so positive and centered mental constructs enhance an 
athlete’s ability.  Unlike traditional approaches, which 
suggest that negative thoughts or emotions should 

be eliminated, mindfulness focuses on increasing 
one’s awareness of thoughts, feelings, and physical 
sensations. Within this approach, sport psychologists 
teach athletes that they can decide which thoughts to 
follow to create a positive outcome. Additionally, the 
energy used to contain negative thoughts can instead 
be focused on to empower one’s athletic performance.

There are specific mindfulness tools that can be 
used by a sport psychologist.  The first is the use of 
breath. Focusing on rhythmic slow breathing can be 
grounding, can increase self-awareness, and can be 
used as a mechanism to help the athlete control his/
her reactions.  The breath can slow down the central 
nervous system, and align the respiration rate, heart 
rate, and the mind.  As psychologists, if we are able to 
help athletes breathe in a more relaxed manner, they 
can be calmer and more centered in high-pressured 
competition.

Three main components of mindfulness are: awareness, 
acceptance, and action (Eiring & Hathaway, 2010).  
Psychologists can help athletes to be mindful by 
teaching these skills:

1. AWARENESS
- Focus on the breath as a tool for centering
- Observe the mind and body in the present moment 

without judgment
- Focus on sensations in the body (body-scan)
- Focus on thoughts and messages given by oneself

2. ACCEPTANCE
- Acknowledge thoughts, emotions, and sensations 

and label them (e.g., “I am feeling tense in my 
body” or “I am thinking I can’t do this”)

- Acceptance of thoughts and feelings
- Decide which thoughts to follow and which ones 

to change

3. ACTION
- Focus on the breath, counting, or a focal point
- Find replacement language that supports the goal 

(e.g., “I can do this,” “I am focused”)
- Focus on a mantra (e.g., “I am strong, prepared, 

and able”)
- Take one step at a time, and practice

Our role as psychologists is to help athletes develop 
tools to stay in the present, clear their minds of past 
experiences (losses or limiting thoughts) and then to 
focus on repeating positive affirmations or key words 
that can increase their confidence and mental strength.  
In the end, the athlete with the greatest concentration 
and the least amount of distraction has the best chance 
of success. 
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Creating Consistency
“Luck has nothing to do with it, because I have spent 
many, many hours, countless hours, on the court 
working for my one moment in time, not knowing 
when it would come.” – Serena Williams

Once athletes have developed the ability to be mindful, 
the next step is to teach them how to consistently 
perform well. The greatest athletes of all time are 
the ones who are able to be consistent. For example, 
consider Amy Wambach, one of the stars of the 
Women’s Olympic Soccer Team, who came through for 
her team when it mattered most, time and time again. 
She will certainly be remembered as one of the greatest 
female soccer players for her spirit, consistency, and 
unwavering focus and determination. 

The need for consistency in training and competition 
can be instrumental in helping athletes to regularly 
perform at their optimal level. However, a number 
of factors can interfere with an athlete’s ability to 
perform at a consistently high level in training and 
competition, including but not limited to the following: 
one’s physical, psychological, and emotional states, 
the significance of the event, and environmental/social 
influences (Schack, Whitmarsh, Pike, & Redden, 2005). 

One way to target consistency is by creating routines. 
A routine can be defined as a series of behaviors 
organized into a comprehensive plan aimed at 
maximizing the performance (Schack et al., 2005). 
Routines are one of the most effective ways to 
systematically plan for success. They play a critical 
role in athletes’ preparation for competition and have 
been shown to be effective before, during,and after 
competition. Athletes who develop routines for all 
aspects of their athletic experience and adapt them to 
their performance give themselves the best chance of 
success. 

Routines form the physical, psychological, and 
environmental foundation on which technical 
skills, physical conditioning, and mental skills can 
be optimally developed in training and used in 
competition. Between-performance routines (for sports 
that involve a series of short performances, such 
as golf) enable athletes to maintain a high level of 
performance consistency throughout a competition. 
Post-competition routines allow athletes to evaluate 
their performances, learn important lessons from the 
competition, and use that information to prepare for 
future training and competitions. 

Routines can become as essential to performance as 
proper equipment, good technique, and effective 

tactics. They allow athletes to identify areas of their 
training and competition that they can control, and 
to then take responsibility for these aspects of their 
preparation. 

Conclusion 
On the heels of the London 2012 Olympics, the mental 
aspect of an athlete’s preparation and performance has 
never been so apparent. It is evident that an athlete’s 
mindset distinguishes them from their competition. 
Sport psychology pulls from a strength-based, positive 
psychology model and can offer an inspirational way 
of working with all of our clients. This approach 
emphasizes the importance of recognizing clients’ 
strengths and using life’s challenges as opportunities 
to increase resilience. 
Dr. Shira Oretzky is a psychologist in private practice in La Jolla. She 

works with young adults and adolescents. She specializes in Sport 

Psychology and works with high school, college, and professional athletes 

in her private practice, and as a Faculty Member at San Diego State 

University. Dr. Oretzky is the Chair of the SDPA Sport Psychology 
Committee and a member of the San Diego Sport Psychology Associates. 
Dr. Oretzky can be contacted at: shiraoretzky@yahoo.com;
www.DrShira.com; and 858-232-7364.

Dr. Erin Bartelma is a psychologist in private practice in Encinitas, where 

she works with athletes of all levels. She coordinates the Sport Psychology 

Program at CSU San Marcos and works with student-athletes at San 
Diego State University. Dr. Bartelma also sees individuals, couples, 
and families for Health & Wellness counseling and is a member of 
the San Diego Sport Psychology Associates. She can be contacted at: 
erinkellybartelma@gmail.com;  www.BEbalancedstudio.com; or 
760-889-7821.

References
Eiring, K. M. & Hathaway, C. M. (2010). Mindfulness and sport 

psychology for athletes: Consider awareness your most important mental 
tool. Madison, Wisconsin: Lulu.

Jones, G., Hanton, S., & Connaughton, D. (2002). What is this 
thing called mental toughness? An investigation of elite sport 
performers. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 14, 205-218.

Jones, G. (2008). Managing yourself: How the best of the best get 
better and better. Harvard Business Review, 86(6), 123-127.

Kabat-Zinn, J. (2003). Mindfulness-based interventions in context: 
Past, present, and future. Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice, 
10, 144-156.

Schack, T., Whitmarsh, B., Pike, R., & Redden, C. (2005). Routines. 
In Taylor, J., & Wilson, G. (Eds.), Applying sport psychology: Four 
perspectives (pp. 137 -150). Champaign, Illinois: Human Kinetics. 

DECEMBER 2012 | JANUARY 2013


