Mental Toughness
What is it? Auckland coach Russ Hoggard asked the question and came up with his views. These have been added to by Ed Fern and Lance Smith. Here’s three coach’s slant on the topic. 


1. From Russ Hoggard 


I have just finished reading an article “Mental toughness in sport” which sounded pretty promising. The article presented 20 traits needed for mental toughness but the five PhD’s who signed this article off didn’t come up with one suggestion on how to achieve it. Mind you they all came from Salem which is where if my memory serves me right the Yanks burnt their last witches. Anyway the article concludes with: “If the majority of coaches truly believe in the value of mental toughness it is troubling to know that scarcely anyone is pursuing research in the construct and it’s crucial role in athletic performances. 

If I am right in assuming that the “fabulous five” do have some practical involvement in sport I would have thought that at least a couple of them would have tabled their ideas for discussion. Come to think of it my own involvement with sport psychologists hasn’t exactly stopped me in my tracks. I have always come away thinking that I could have provided a better solution myself backed up by a psych 1 that I think I bought off the internet or was it the school of hard knocks. I would think that no matter how much research you did in trying to establish a rule for building mental toughness the only possible one would be that there is no rule. Every athlete is different and what appeals to most coaches is the symbiotic relationships that seem to form between a successful coach and a successful athlete. Getting inside your athletes head to that extent aint easy but it’s my first step toward developing mental toughness in your squad. 

What’s yours? 

One of Triathlon coach John Helleman’s most impressive sayings was “When the gun goes the B.S. stops.” If your athlete doesn’t believe that the foundations you have laid together have set them up for a major performance then nothing you can do or say at competition time is going to promote much mental toughness. 


2. From Ed Fern 


Sitting here with a degree in Psychology in my back pocket I feel compelled to answer your question Russ. What is or how can you develop Mental Toughness in sport can have no single answer. The answers are as numerous as there are people in sport. Look at two of the great competitors of our time, Michael Jordan and Tiger Woods. It was said of Jordan that he would play you in a game of cards the same as he would in the seventh game of the NBA Finals, no let-up, no quarter. Tiger was once informed that there are a lot of millionaires on the pro-golf tour who have never won a golf tournament, and he replied (and I paraphrase), "I could do the same, but that's not why I'm out here. I'm out here to win Tournaments." Those guys represent that focus and dedication that you see at the highest level of achievement. What we as coaches do is deal with varying levels and intensities of that focus and dedication. 

Our job, as I see it, is to figure out what motivates each of the athletes we coach and then use that motivation to bring out that dedication and focus to whatever level our athlete is willing to achieve, THEN we have to take them beyond what they thought they were capable of! 

Mental toughness to me is the ability to dedicate and focus yourself and achieve the goals that you and your coach have set for you. It can be the fortitude to train when you are tired or busy or distracted, or it can be the ability to focus in the middle of a competition and do what you have trained to do. It can be the ability to regroup on a day when everything is going against you, rain, wind, your technique, the crowd or whatever and perform in a way that you walk away feeling good about yourself. 

That's what mental toughness means to me. 


3. From Lance Smith 


To me, mental toughness = desire. The important consideration is wanting it because you love doing it, (you love racing etc), not because you might win a medal. Self determination theory is one of the prominent theories of motivation and states that the most significant stimulus to sport participation is intrinsic. It decrees behaviour is driven by the psychological needs of autonomy (athlete's choosing to do it) relatedness (belonging, relevance) and competence (effective, excitement of challenge.) 

Now, let's look at an actual training session in Southland not too long ago. The athletes were half way through a tough track session, temperature was about 8 degrees, possibly less, the kids were hungry (it was straight after school), cold, windy conditions meant rep times would be hard to meet, there were no rewards for completing the session and there was no pressure from the coach to do so. (He was in the stands under cover). Bad enough, but then a hailstorm hits. Despite psychological needs of hunger and fatigue, external stimulus of cold and no competence factor (they couldn't meet rep target times) they all chose to continue the session, not even stopping for the hail storm. Surely a demonstration of the STD principle – continuing training was their choice, it was relevant to their goals and love of running and the adverse conditions increased the challenge. Yeah, and I was proud of them. So, back to the beginning: mental toughness = desire. Or more importantly, desire = mental toughness. 

