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COACHES CAPTAINS ATHLETES FAMILY

Prepare to help 
athletes win the 

first fight.

Share your 
struggles to show 

your strength.

Recognize 
and cope with 
performance 

anxiety.

Battle performance 
anxiety together.

FIRST FIGHT
Your opponent is not someone across from you. It’s the one within you. You are your 
own greatest opponent. This is especially true when we experience performance anxiety. 
That anxiety steals your potential and that which you can become. It holds you back from 
being your best. 

It’s important to state right now that performance anxiety doesn’t mean you’re a weak-minded person or 
abnormal. Performance anxiety is a thing that breathing people deal with, so today let’s look at some ways to 
deal with this performance anxiety so you can win the first fight against yourself.

For these three techniques, all you need are your eyes, nose, and hands. Let’s take a look.

1. Eyes - Visualize your next goal. You have to see yourself doing your job. Where your mind’s eye takes 
you, your body will follow. That’s why it’s so important to see yourself being successful before you ever 
arrive at the place where you will be put to the test. 

2. Nose - Control your breath. When you control the breath, you control your mind. Breathe in for four 
seconds, hold for four seconds, breathe out for four seconds, and hold for four seconds. Do that as many 
times as it takes to get the “what ifs” swarming your mind to calm down and vanish. 

3. Hands - Do the next right thing. Think about stepping up to bat. You place your feet, you adjust your 
hands, you shift just so... The point is that you do each next action carefully. Don’t think about what’s 
coming five steps from now or what’s coming at the end of the game. Focus on what your hands are 
doing right now. 

You are your greatest opponent. In the first fight against performance anxiety, remember your eyes, nose, 
and hands. 

C O N T E N T  O V E R V I E W
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FIRST FIGHT: FOR COACHES
The first fight doesn’t happen when our athletes step on the field Friday night. The first fight 
happens in their minds when they’re still sitting in the locker room or even on their way to the 
game. The first fight isn’t with an external opponent; it’s with themselves.

That first fight is sometimes bad enough that we call it performance anxiety. It can happen to anyone, and it’s 
very common. 

Performance anxiety is a mental phenomenon, but it can also have physical symptoms such as nausea, 
lightheadedness, or accelerated pulse. What’s happening in our athletes’ minds when they experience high 
levels of anxiety before a match will have a big impact on their performance. Here are two ways we can help.

Make the locker room a safe space for discussion of mental health topics. Teens have a sense of what we 
want to hear or what they’re supposed to say. They may not know that it’s safe for them to tell the truth about 
their worries. Creating a safe space for them to talk about mental health will help with this. 

Make a plan for dealing with performance anxiety. Having a plan in place for if they start to feel 
overwhelmed gives a sense of support. The plan might include breathing exercises, stretches, or affirmations. 
Whatever helps them calm down and reign in the anxiety should be on the list so that when they are feeling 
overwhelmed, you can turn to the list and just say “Okay, let’s start at the top.”

The first fight happens in our athletes’ minds, not on the field. Let’s help them cope with performance anxiety 
by making it safe to talk about and making a plan to deal with it when it happens.

THIS WEEK, BE ON THE LOOKOUT FOR:
1. Opportunities to DISCUSS performance anxiety 

and other mental health topics. These are serious 
concerns for teens, just as they are for adults. The 
stigma around such topics is fading, but we can help 
it move out faster by talking to our students frankly 
about mental health and performance anxiety. 

2. Opportunities to LISTEN to athletes’ worries. 
Discussion is important to let athletes know that it’s 
okay to talk about things that are bothering them. 
But at some point, coaches have to stop talking 
and start listening to what those worrisome things 
are. Listen closely, be attentive, and don’t make it a 
life lesson. 

3. Opportunities to PLAN for anxious moments. This 
one’s not just for the athletes. Coaches are humans, 
too, and anxiety happens to us all. Have the written 
list handy for athletes as we talked about above, but 
make one for yourself, too. Think about the ways 
that help you to calm down and make a plan for 
how to use them when you need them.

QUOTES OF THE DAY:
MONDAY:
“If I’m nervous, it means I had to work 
hard to get there, whether it’s playing in a 
tournament or speaking at an event. So I try 
to stop and be proud of getting to live in that 
moment.” Maria Sharapova

TUESDAY:
“Taste the relish to be found in competition—
in having put forth the best within you.”  
   Henry Kaiser

WEDNESDAY:
“Concentration is a fine antidote to anxiety.” 
   Jack Nicklaus

THURSDAY:
“Champions aren’t made in the gyms. 
Champions are made from something they 
have deep inside them: a desire, a dream, a 
vision.” Muhammad Ali

FRIDAY:
“The first fight begins inside of you.” 
   Coach Mackey
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FIRST FIGHT: FOR CAPTAINS
Sometimes we think leaders need to be above things like performance anxiety, but that’s just 
not true. Leaders are human, too. They struggle with anxiety, too. When leaders hide their 
struggles and pretend everything is okay, they do a disservice to those they lead. On the flip 
side, when leaders are vulnerable enough to show their struggles, they help to elevate those 

they lead.

Take Haley Cruse as an example. She’s an amazing softball player with a large social media following. 
She’s a leader in her sport and in the wider world. She owned that leadership by sharing on social media 
that she struggles with performance anxiety. Instead of hiding it, she opened up and talked about it. 

That vulnerability was a total power move on her part. It takes great strength to reveal our struggles. 
It takes great strength to admit that we need help coping with anxiety or stress, just like everyone else 
does. It makes us vulnerable, but it also shows how strong we are. 

To be a great leader, you don’t have to be free of anxiety or any other struggle. No one expects you 
to be, and it would be unrealistic for them to do so. Instead, a leader should be strong enough to be 
vulnerable when it matters. A leader should be 
able to show their weakness and struggles, not 
to complain about them, but to show that this is 
something everyone deals with.

Maybe performance anxiety isn’t an issue you have 
firsthand knowledge of. Just remember that whatever 
your struggles, for a leader to share those is a sign of 
power, not weakness. Don’t try to hide the struggle. 
Own it. Become the best leader you can be not by 
pretending to be perfect, but by opening up about 
the ways in which you are imperfect. 

C

///  CAPTAINS’ LOG  ///
“LEADERS ALWAYS LEAD”

Who is a leader that you admire? How 
would knowing about their struggles help 
or hinder your admiration?

When do you tend to feel anxious or 
nervous? 

How do you cope with those feelings?

How would you help a teammate to cope 
with stress or anxiety?

What weakness or struggle could you 
share with your teammates? How could 
that benefit them?
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FIRST FIGHT: FOR ATHLETES
Performance anxiety can happen to anyone. Even if you’ve never experienced it, it can hit 
you before a big game or big test. But that anxiety doesn’t have to hold you back. There are 
things that you can do about it once you recognize that’s what is happening.

So let’s look at how to tell if you’re experiencing performance anxiety and what to do about it.

Signs of Performance Anxiety
As with most extreme emotions, there are some common physical symptoms that can go with severe anxiety. 
Vomiting or nausea, headaches, lightheadedness, sweating, rapid heartbeat, and clammy hands are all 
potential signs. 

Some common thought processes that signal performance anxiety include a sense of impending doom, 
trouble thinking about anything but what’s worrying you, and avoiding what’s bothering you (such as wanting 
to walk out of a game). 

The Coping Mechanisms 
When you recognize that you are experiencing performance anxiety, you can do something about it. The first 
step is just to breathe. Try the exercise Coach Mackey gave you. Breathe. In the midst of panic, breathing will 
help to clear your mind enough for you to do the other two steps: visualize and actualize. 

Envision yourself doing the thing that your anxiety is focused on, and visualize that you are doing it perfectly. 
Once that picture is super clear, focus on executing on each individual step, from the way you place your 
hands to the way that you shift your feet. 

Performance anxiety doesn’t mean you are weak; it means you’re human. This is something that anyone can 
experience at any time. But you don’t have to freeze when you feel anxious. Instead, remember the coping 
mechanisms and put them into practice. 

ATHLETE’S EXERCISE: 
Think about a situation that makes you anxious. Keep that in mind while answering these questions. 

1. How do you know that you are experiencing anxiety? What physical symptoms do you 
experience?

2. What is happening mentally? What thoughts repeat themselves or where does your focus go?

3. Now try the breathing exercise a few times. How do you feel afterward? 

4. Visualize yourself succeeding at the situation that makes you anxious. What details do you 
focus on when you are visualizing yourself succeeding?

5. Write down five steps from your visualization that would be your next smallest steps to 
execute on.
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FIRST FIGHT: FOR FAMILY
The first fight our kids face in sports is not their opponent on the court, but the opponent in their 
own minds. Even in the classroom this opponent can do a real number on them and negatively 
impact their performance. 

The first fight is about battling something called performance anxiety. That could be a performance in athletics 
or another extracurricular (like band or drama) or performance in class or on a test. 

Performance anxiety is a sense of overwhelm that can lead to poor performance or not being able to perform 
at all. It can strike anyone, and there’s no shame in it. We can help our kids win the first fight with a few simple 
tools. Let’s look quickly at three. 

Breathing exercises. Four-Four breathing is a good technique to start with. Count to four while inhaling, hold 
for a count of four, count to four while exhaling, and hold for a count of four again. Repeat that sequence a few 
times, and notice how this exercise affects the body. 

Affirmations. This is most effective if the affirmations are created and repeated well before the time of 
performance. Trying to affirm yourself in the moment when you’ve never tried it before can feel a bit hollow. 
But if you’ve already been repeating these truths to yourself for a while, it helps to repeat them when you’ve 
got sweaty palms and a racing heart. 

Discussion. The worst thing we can do is leave 
performance anxiety in the dark to fester. Instead, 
we can give our kids an opportunity to talk about 
it and get it out into the light of day. The more 
open we are to discussing anxiety and other mental 
health issues, the more comfortable our kids will 
feel in telling us when they are experiencing those 
things. 

Our kids can win the first fight against the opponent 
in their head. We can help them cope with 
performance anxiety so that it doesn’t stop them 
from reaching their dreams.

///  BEST 5  ///
THE BEST FIVE MINUTES OF THE WEEK

Have you experienced performance anxiety? How did 
it feel?

How did you cope with that anxiety? How did the 
situation turn out?

If you are experiencing anxiety, how can your family 
members help you in that moment?

What do you wish people talked about more when 
discussing mental health issues?

What do you want to learn more about related to 
anxiety or mental health?
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MORE RESOURCES
Video: “A Fighter’s Guide to Performance Anxiety | Stacey Copeland | TEDxRNCM” TEDx Talks (YouTube)

Podcast: “The Anxiety of Perfectionism with Sport Psychologist and Anxiety Specialist, Kevin Chapman” 

The Mindside Podcast (Libsyn)

Book: Performing Under Pressure: The Science of Doing Your Best When It Matters Most by Hendrie 

Weisinger and J. P. Pawliw-Fry (Google Books)

Article: “How to help a child with sports anxiety” by Rebecca Smith, Complete Performance Coaching

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bhCXqa7vCEk
https://themindside.libsyn.com/podcast/the-anxiety-of-perfectionism-with-sport-psychologist-and-anxiety-specialist-kevin-chapman
https://play.google.com/store/audiobooks/details?id=AQAAAAAyVnZWVM&gl=US&hl=en-US&source=productsearch&utm_source=HA&utm_medium=SEM&utm_campaign=PLA&pcampaignid=MKT-FDR-na-us-1000189-Med-pla-bk-Evergreen-Jul1520-PLA-Audiobooks_Business_Economics&gclid=Cj0KCQjw9_mDBhCGARIsAN3PaFMbpcj82stk3MB4zAKHLkqlUViH8jU2nSgzabo_o7DoBYroeR5AbAgaAmawEALw_wcB&gclsrc=aw.ds
https://completeperformancecoaching.com/2016/10/17/how-to-help-a-child-with-sports-anxiety/

