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Abstract

The athletes’ psychological preparation constitutes part of the whole athletic preparation.
However, the implementation of psychological skills training programs to gymnasts is rather
limited and has a vague outcome. The purpose of the present paper was to make a proposal with
the aim to assist the development of psychological skills training programs in artistic
gymnastics. This proposal maintains that such a program should have the following objectives:
(1) reinforcement of inner motives, such as volition, (2) avoidance of negative feelings, such as
fear, and (3) implementation of a series of other practices discussed in the paper.
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INTRODUCTION

Psychological preparation, or sports fall victim to mental letdowns and
psychological skills training (PST) as it is mistakes (Weinberg & Gould, 2003).
also called, constitutes part of the whole As cited in Lidor, Blumenstein and
process followed by an athlete during his/ Tenenbaum (2007, p. 140) “The objective of
her athletic preparation. This is realized the psychological preparation is to provide
along with physical and technical the athlete with psychological techniques
preparation, although several viewpoints which can help him or her to overcome
maintain that the best time to implement psychological barriers, such a high level of
such a program is off-season or preseason anxiety, lack of motivation, lack of
(Weinberg & Williams, 2001). attention-focusing,  or  difficulty in

Psychological preparation, nowadays, recovering from injury” (Bull, Albinson, &
constitutes an integral part of any sport Shambrook, 1996; Clarkson, 1999; Hardy,
program that aims to the applicable athletes’ Jones, Gould, 1996; Moran, 2004). In
preparation for the achievement of high addition, Weinberg and Gould (2003)
performance (Singer & Anshel, 2006a, b). reported that “Psychological skills training”
Indeed, the importance of PST in the refers to the systematic and consistent
development of athletic performance is practice of mental or psychological skills for
widely acknowledged, and the number of the purpose of enhancing performance,
athletes implementing psychological increasing enjoyment, or achieving greater
training strategies is increasing (Birrer & sport and physical activity self-satisfaction”
Morgan, 2010). The significance of PST is (p. 242).
attributed to the fact that all participants in In literature, a whole series of PTS

proposals is included, yet there is no definite
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answer as to what a PST program should
include or in what sequence these skills
should be taught (Weinberg & Williams,
2001). According to Birrer and Morgan
(2010), some authors maintain the
simultaneous or alternate use of the phrases
“psychological skills” and “psychological
methods”. On the contrary, Vealey (1988)
underlined the necessity to distinguish
between  psychological skills and
psychological methods. The same author
maintained that skills are qualities to be
obtained; methods are procedures or
techniques employed to develop these skills.

In an effort to establish an applicable
PST program, Vealey (1988) determined a
set of skills as foundation skills (volition,
self-awareness, self-esteem and  self-
confidence), the qualities of which are basic
and necessary to psychological skills; while
as foundation methods (physical practice
and education) he determined those that can
be wused to develop and enhance
psychological skills. Research supports the
maintenance that the above mentioned skills
are acquired and developed through
educational intervention experiences via the
PST program (Vealey, 1994; Weinberg &
Comar, 1994) and natural Ilearning
experiences (Gould, Dieffenbach, & Moffet,
2002; Hanton & Jones, 1999; Weiss, 1991).

Gymnastics is an environment in which
several PST strategies (e.g., Salmela, 1989)
have already been tried; yet their number is
limited. Two recent studies, on elite female
gymnasts aged 12, used different 10-month
PST programs. The first study made use of
teaching relaxation, self-talk, goal setting,
focusing and visualization (Fournier,
Calmels, Durand-Bush, & Salmela, 2005) as
intervention techniques; while the second
study used: (a) foundation skills (goal-
setting, self-confidence, commitment), (b)
psychosomatic  skills (stress reactions,
relaxation, activation, and (c) cognitive
skills (imagery, mental practice, focusing,
refocusing, and competition planning)
(Calmes, d’Arripe-Longueville, Fournier, &
Soulard, 2003).

Gymnastics is an individual sport in
which performance is the outcome of a,

mainly, individual effort. This leads us to
the hypothesis that performance, apart from
the physical and technical preparation, can
be also the outcome of psychological
competences, on the basis of which one can
make decisions based on conscious urges
(inner motives), for example volitional
competence. Weinberg and Williams (2001)
supported that “without an individual’s
desire to achieve success, there is little hope
that any psychological skills program would
be successful because it takes commitment
to practice the skills and carry out the
program” (p. 363). Gymnastics is, also, a
sport causing intense emotional arousal, for
example the feeling of fear, in which case
the avoidance of such feelings is sought.
Furthermore, it is considered that high
performance level is a matter of being
acquainted with the conditions prevailing in
the games. Thus, this necessitated the usage
of a series of other practices, within the
framework of a PST program.

In brief, it could be claimed that the
implementation of PST programs to
gymnasts is limited and in many cases it is
accompanied by inadequate results. The
purpose of the present paper is — on the
basis of the already existing considerations
on PST — to make a proposal for the
development of relevant programs, with the
aim to improve the gymnasts’ psychological
skills. This proposal maintains that in order
to achieve maximum performance, a set of
psychological functions plays a pivotal role;
these functions are (1) the reinforcement of
inner motives, such as volition, (2) the
avoidance of negative feelings, such as fear,
and (3) a whole range of other practices
discussed below.

1. Reinforcement of inner motives —
Volition

The term “motive” refers to specific
conditions which activate individual
behaviors and direct orientation towards an
aim, while being of different origin — either
intrinsic or extrinsic (Papadopoulos, 2005).
Intrinsic motivation relates to emotions and
the deeper or actual satisfaction of the
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individual, concerning the goals he/ she sets
(e.g., delivery of a painful — for him/ herself
— physical activity) or fully accepts, while
extrinsic motivation relates to extrinsic
rewards from the others.

Above, volition competence was
referred to as an inner motive determining
the individual’s behavior. The term volition
generally means the “competence” which
exists as a basis of a conscious action and,
more specifically, one’s ability to make a
decision based on conscious urges
concerning a specific behavior. Volition can
be considered the “competence” of an
individual to be committed to a goal — chose
on his/ her own — and coordinate all his/ her
forces in order to achieve such goal. For
example, in sports each athlete is
characterized by achievement goal-setting.
The ability to achieve the goals set,
regardless of any obstacles present,
characterizes the extent of the athlete’s
volition.

Qualities of volition

Volition is described as a psychic
phenomenon (Sechenov, 1952, as cited by
Ryba, Stambulova, & Wrisberg, 2009), the
function of which is expressed by a set of
further functions called volitional qualities.
These qualities are manifested comprising at
the same time all three components of
volition (cognitive, affective, and
operational component). Puni (1977)
mentions purposefulness, persistence and
perseverance, decisiveness and courage,
initiative and independence, and self-control
and composure as qualities of volition.

In additions, it should also be noted
that volitional qualities do not act separately
from each other but in an interactive fashion
(Ryba et al., 2009). Ryba and colleagues
maintained that any particular structure of
volitional qualities is determined by the
stable and objective conditions of the
specific activity and actions in questions; for
example, in the sport by the relatively stable
and objective conditions of the particular
sport. More specifically as concerning
gymnastics, the two researchers determined

as central components composure and self-
control.

The value of Volition

Psychologists have expressed several
viewpoints on the function of volition in
human behavior related with performance.
A viewpoint, as already mentioned, is the
one which considers volition a psychic
phenomenon that directs goal-oriented
behavior, particularly in adverse conditions.
Ryba et al. (2009), based on the above
mentioned view, determined volition as an
active side of the mind and moral feelings
and one of the functions of a normally
working brain that enables an individual to
self-control and regulate, especially when
overcoming obstacles of varying degrees of
difficulty (p. 278). Kelleman, Bussmann,
Anders, and Schulte (2006) maintained the
usage of volitional skills, for example in
order to overcome fatigue, as well as
keeping the pace when tired, aiming at the
achievement of a high performance level.

Bembenutty and Karabenick (1998)
maintain  that volitional skills direct
individuals’  dispositions to  postpone

immediate rewards in order to gain larger
rewards temporally distant. There is
empirical evidence indicating that the use of
volitional strategies is related to decreased
delay of gratification, increased effort, and
better time and study management
(Bembenutty, Karabenick, McKeachie, &
Lin, 1998).

According to Ryba et al. (2009) the
assessment of volition as a psychic
phenomenon enables better understanding
the structure of volitional manifestations of
personality, with each manifestation
comprising intellectual (cognitive), affective
(motivational) and operational components
(skills). Corno and Kanfer (1993) have
emphasized that appropriately applied
volitional control helps students to study by
regulating cognitive, motivation, and
affective processes around challenging
goals.

Another prevailing point of view
concerning volition is that it constitutes a
part of a broader self-regulatory system that
involves motivation as well as volition
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(Corno & Kanfer, 1993). Self-regulation
skills have been shown to be related to sport
performance (Barkhoff, 2000; Beckmann,
2001; Beckmann & Kazen, 1994; Kane,
Baltes, & Moss, 2001; Mahoney & Avener,
1977; Singer, 2002; Van Ralte & Brewer,
1996). Elbe, Szymanski and Beckmann
(2005) report that “volition is a construct
from motivation psychology that describes
the processes and mechanisms of self-
regulation and is commonly referred to as
the ‘will”” (p. 560). The role of volition in
the mechanism of self-regulation is
understood by examining the predecisional
(cognitive activities involved in making
decisions and setting goals) and prodecional
(activities engaged in after goal setting)
processing. More specifically, predecisional
analyses involve decision making and are
motivational; while postdecisional analyses
deal with implementing goals and are
volitional (Schunk & Zimmerman, 2003).
This reveals that volition mediates the
relation between goals and actions and helps
learners accomplish their goals. For
example, an individual’s involvement in
sport 1s a decision motivated by
circumstantial ~ factors  (e.g., parents,
coaches), while performance in sport is a
matter in which the individual’s volition
plays a pivotal role.

Self-regulation is maintained to be a
broader process which encompasses
activities  before, during and after
(Zimmerman, 2000); while volition may be
the aspect of self-regulations that occurs
during performance (Schunk &
Zimmerman,  2003).  However, the
significance of volition in improving the
performance lies in the fact that it comprises
a set of psychological control process that
protect one’s concentration and direct effort
in the face of obstacles and distractions
(Corno, 1993).

In brief, it could be maintained that
the value of volition lies in the following:

e It fosters an optimistic attitude
towards sports, as even hardships seem like
necessary transitional periods.

individual’s
exceptional

e It accumulates all
strengths  enabling  thus
performances in sport.

e Jt leads the individual to freedom,
independence and self-awareness.

e [t contributes to goal achievement.

e [t attributes to the individual the
athlete’s psychology.

Development of Volitional
Competences
The  development of  volitional

competences, as an aspect of psychological
preparation, is one of the fundamentals of
training process and is realized along with
the other aspects of training (physical,

technical and  tactical  preparation).
Psychologists  support that optimum
volitional functioning is an emergent

property of synergies between individual
and the situation (e.g., Bandura, 1986). This
means that the training habits and styles that
mark volition can be seen in strategies
efforts by athletes to accomplish self-
reliantly the wvarious tasks that training
presents. According to Kuhl and Fuhrmann
(1998) the development of volition takes
place throughout life, however with its most
striking features being evident during
childhood and adolescence (Elbe et al.,
2005).

Puni (1971, 1977), in an effort to
establish a conceptual model of volitional
preparation in sport, considered that volition
relates not only to the motor elements of
athletic behavior but also to the cognitive
and emotional elements as well. For this
reason, he underlined the development of
cognitive, emotional and operational
elements of volition within a broad range of
sport and life situations, beginning in the
early stages of an athlete’s career.

Gymnastics as a sport comprises a
whole range of special features. For
example, the individual character of this
sport gives it some intense cognitive (e.g.,
learning), emotional (e.g., fear) and
operational (e.g., decision-making)
components. Thus, such features can be
distinguished, depending on their
significance, in primary volitional qualities,
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such as persistence, purposefulness and
expedience, and in secondary qualities such
as courage, inventiveness, and initiative.
Below, a way to develop volitional qualities
in the training of gymnastics is proposed,
based on the above  mentioned
considerations.

Primary volitional qualities:

Persistence:  Persistence is  the
individual’s steady and continuous effort to
achieve a goal, even in case several
difficulties, problems or obstacles are
encountered. According to Bandura (1986)
persistence is endurance, or the refusal to
give up, especially when faced with
opposition.

The wvalue of this skill is that it
strengthens volition, renders the individual
addicted to hard-working and increased
efforts, while it also contributes to
overcoming all difficulties.

Implementation: In order to develop
persistence, it is necessary to create the
applicable conditions (difficulties) for its
manifestation, such as:

e To increase the work volume during
training.

e To execute the exercises
already tired.

e To execute the same exercises under
competitive conditions (e.g., presence of
spectators, individual performance,
competition under assessment).

Purposefulness: Purposefulness is the
quality of the individual who does not
hesitate to make decisions and realize them.
This skill concerns the ability to make a
decision and the consequent behavior — that
is the persistence to realize a decision made.
For example, the athlete’s performance of
exercises despite any plausible difficulties
entailed.

The value of this skill lies in the fact
that it  increases  energy,  fosters
independence, strengthens volition,
contributes to the development of courage
and increases optimism.

Implementation: Here also applies the
same principle, as that in the case of the
skill of persistence. More specifically,

when

created
manifest

during training conditions are
(difficulties) in order to
purposefulness.

Such conditions could be the following:

¢ Intervention of contingencies in the
execution of exercises.

e Execution of exercises with the risk
of falling down.

e Execution of new exercises under
competitive conditions.

¢ Intervention of conflicting
conditions in training, which require fast
and accurate solutions.

Expediency: Expediency is the action
serving some purpose, or is willful. For
example, in gymnastics this skill is
characterized by the clarity of the athlete’s
goals and tasks, the plan on the basis of
which the athlete regulates his/ her activities
and behaviors, as well as the focusing of the
target on achieving a score.

The value of this skill lies in the fact
that it creates goals while directing efforts
and attention.

Implementation: To improve this skill,
the following are suggested:

e The athletes, during training, should
anticipate  specific ~ issues  concerning
exercises, programs, etc.

e The athletes who are to enter the
competition should plan their own
preparation in specific training.

e To have the programs of the athletes
who are to enter the competition — or their
co-athletes or even of the athletes of other
teams — analyzed.

Secondary volitional qualities:

Courage: Courage is one’s ability to
anticipate situations with calmness and
objectivity, this means without any fear,
unrealistic thoughts or calculations, and at
the same time with determination and
intense hope for a positive outcome and
success (Papadopoulos, 2005). Raatma
(2000) maintains that courage is the strength
to do the right thing even if it is hard.

The value of this skill lies in the fact
that it contributes to the improvement of
performance in gymnastics, as without it the
several (difficult, dangerous) exercises
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could not be successfully executed. More
specifically, courage helps the individual
overcome obstacles, provides the necessary
courage and inner strength, stability and
ongoing effort, as well as the necessary
optimism, and meeting of objectives.

Inventiveness: Inventiveness is a
mental ability by means of which the
individual makes new and original thoughts
and expressions or combinations of things;
for example, in gymnastics, devising an
execution in order to continue a program
after an unexpected interruption.

The value of this skill lies in the fact
that it fosters imagination and creativity,
improves inspiration, while it also develops
ingenuity and resourcefulness.

Initiative: Initiative is the decision
making and performance of activities
related to personal volition, this means
without the intervention of any external
influences or urges (e.g., from coaches,
parents).

The value of this skill lies in the fact
that it increases the  individual’s
imagination, ingenuity and creativity,
strengthens the individuality and volition,
shows self-confidence, reveals confidence
in human powers, leads the individual to
overcome obstacles and difficulties, while it
also sets new problematic. Furthermore, it is
a necessary development factor, which
combats uniformity and massiveness,
contributing to action and effort to win
competition.

Implementation of secondary volitional
qualities: Briefly, for the development of
the above mentioned secondary volitional
qualities, the following are necessary:

e To organize training sessions in
different settings (classrooms, apparatuses,
different arrangement of apparatuses, etc.).

e To have programs and combinations
of programs executed towards both
directions with a different arrangement of
the apparatuses.

e To use competition during training,
depending on the requirements of the
competition to come, aiming to better
execution of exercises, etc.

e To include model training in the
whole training course.
e To participate in demonstrations.

2. Avoiding negative emotions

Gymnastics is an environment that
causes intense mental stimulation of both
positive (e.g., enjoyment) and negative
emotions (e.g., stress and anxiety).
Researchers in sport and exercise have
recognized that emotional experiences
influence social relations, performance, etc
(e.g., Solomon, 2003; Treasure, 2001; Vast,
Young, & Thomas, 2010). Within the
framework of negative emotions, athletes
are called to anticipate mental (e.g., worry,
fear) and physical difficulties (e.g., injury).
Chase, Magyar, and Drake (2005)
maintained that the sport of gymnastics is
known to place mental and physical
demands on the athlete.

Among the negative emotions that
constitute a serious obstacle to the
gymnasts’ training are the reactions due to
fear. Fear is the emotion deriving from a
real or imaginary danger. Gullone and King
(1997) describe fear as a state of being
apprehensive or scared when one is
presented with real or potential threat.
Research has revealed that the fear of
physical injury seems constitutes a common
source of worry, even a possible reason for
leaving the sport, among highly competitive
gymnasts (Duda, 1995; Duda & Gano-
Overway, 1996; Klint & Weiss, 1986;
Weiss, Wiese, & Klint, 1989).

Causes for the activation of the emotion
of fear can be considered the body (fall,
injury), the environment (other others’
reactions), the memory (acknowledgement
and recall of past events) and the
imagination (thinking in terms of pictures of
past events). Caine, Caine and Linder
(1996), and Kerr and Minden (1988)
underlined the significance of difficulty to
perform skills of high intensity and high
volume of training in the establishment of a
risk for the gymnasts, as well as an eventual
injury. According to Bandura (1997) fear of
injury may be present when a gymnast has
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lost confidence in her ability to perform
successfully in threatening or taxing
circumstances.

Fear of injury can produce detrimental
influences on a gymnast’s performance and
self-confidence in gymnastics (Magyar &
Chase, 1996). In addition, perceptions of
fear have the potential to disrupt attention
and ultimately hinder the athlete’s future
performances (Bandura, 1990, 1997; Feltz,
1982; Heil, 1993, 2000).

Avoiding fear

To avoid the reactions of fear and —
what’s more — its negative effect, two forms
of fear avoidance strategies are proposed.
The first one comprises implementation in
the context of learning new exercises, while
the second one entails the wuse of
psychological skills.

More specifically, in the first form of
strategy the following are proposed:

e To execute specific preparatory
exercises for the faster and economical
learning of motor habits.

e To pay attention to the risk, which is
latent in the new exercises, so as to
significantly reduce fear.

e To start individual execution as early
as possible.

e To keep assistance in learning a new
exercise to a minimum.

e To estimate the execution time of a
program or a combination of exercises.

The development of the athlete’s ability
to estimate time, this means to estimate and
differentiate the execution time of a
combination or a program of exercises
constitutes one of the most significant
components of training. To achieve this, the
following are necessary:

» This  specific
program to be represented.

» A verbal report on the duration of
part or the entire program — specifically
concerning the apparatuses of floor in both
males and females and the balance beam for
females — to be provided.

combination  or

» Continuous feedback from the
coach, during the execution of a program or
its parts, to be provided.

» The decrease or increase of the
duration of a program to be attributed to
specific issues.

While, in the second form of strategy
the following are proposed:

e To pay substantial attention to the
control of functions such as the gymnasts’
concentration before a competition or
combination or an exercise. Concentration is
the ability to maintain focus on relevant
environmental cues (Weinberg & Gould,
2003). Moran (2004) supports that
concentration refers to a person’s ability to
exert deliberate mental effort on what is
most important in any given situation. The
effective concentration enables athletes to
apply appropriate attention to internal and
external cues in the sporting arena. A recent
research conclusion demonstrates that
participants benefited from exposure to
concentration-enhancing  skills  training
(Sheard & Golby, 2006).

Implementation

In order to enable focusing on a specific
situation (e.g., the execution of a program)
the following are considered necessary:

e To regulate the issue of attention for
each performer individually. For example:

» The points to which they should pay
attention during the execution.

» Whether they have to pay attention
during one or more points of the execution.

e Each performer to be introduced
with specific issues beforehand, while
focusing (in the training or the competition).

e Each performer to repeat the
execution of a program before the
competition or the training session. “Dress
rehearsal”. Dress rehearsal is a rather
effective strategy to keep concentration for
sports such as gymnastics (Schmid, Peper,
& Wilson, 2001). Dress rehearsal is based
on the concept that ease in skillful
competitive performance is unconsciously
conditioned by external and internal stimuli
that around athletes during practice.

e Stopping action: this way a negative
thought can change into a positive one
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(Zinsser, Bunker, & Williams, 2001).
According to Sheard and Golby (2006)
removing negative thoughts often makes it
possible to break the link that leads to
negative feelings and behaviors.

e Furthermore, other psychological
skills proposed for the gymnasts to
overcome their fear are relaxation, imagery
and positive self-talk (Magyar & Chase,
1996), and visualization (Mahoney &
Avener, 1977; White & Hardy, 1998).

3. Other practices

Apart from the development of
volitional competence and learning to avoid
negative emotions, during the gymnasts’
psychological preparation significant should
be also a set of practices, such as adaptive
(model) as well as approved trainings.

Adaptive trainings

The use of adaptive workouts in
gymnastics can start rather early before the
official competition and continue even after
the completion of the latter. Adaptive
trainings approach the conditions of the
competition to come. Through these
trainings, the maximum adaptation of the
gymnast’s potential is achieved. The more
comprehensively and applicably organized
these sessions the calmer are the gymnasts
on entering the competition.

Structure of adaptive trainings:

Warm up. Warm up should correspond
to the time and content of the warm-up
before the competition. It starts 1-1.30 hour
before the competition and is called
“general”. After the execution of general
exercises (e.g., running, stretching and
dynamic exercises), task-specific warm up
follows, as well as a “walk” to the
apparatuses. During the specific warm-up
the number of contacts with the apparatus,
as well as the number of exercises depend of
the gymnasts’ level, their general
preparation and the general difficulty of the
programs they execute. Some are used to
execute whole programs of exercises — it is
an individual choice.

Competitive part. The competitive part
starts with the gymnasts’ entrance parade
onto the floor, accompanied by music, for
the warm up. Each group of gymnasts stops
in front of an apparatus and on a sound
signal the actual warm up starts. Each
gymnast has about 30 seconds to execute
either a couple of contacts, or the whole
program.

The gymnasts’ assessment is performed
as in the case of the official competition, by
judges. The effect of training is positive,
despite the fact that each session starts with
a different apparatus. Furthermore, in
adaptive  trainings  some  additional
conditions — such as adequate lighting of the
room, the suit, the decor of the room, the
presence of the spectators, the noise, etc. —
should also be taken into account. Finally, a
fundamental condition to be included in the
adaptive workouts is the independent
execution of programs without the coaches'
instructions or assistance.

Approved trainings

Approved trainings are those performed
in the room and on the “podium” of the
official competition.

Organization of approved trainings:

Their organization is based on the
schedule (plan) predetermined (technical
meeting). The issues concerning the
approved trainings are the following: being
acquainted with the conditions of the
competition, testing of apparatuses and
modeling the competition.

The gymnasts enter the gym 1-1.30
hours before the competition for the general
and task-specific warm-up. On entering the
podium, warm-up starts. They have 30
minutes to complete this phase. During this
period, they execute several exercises and
combinations of exercises.

Approved trainings significant
because: they simulate the actual
competition conditions, the arrangement of
the apparatuses is apprehended and the
competitors’ status is comprehended. In
these workouts, the athletes should be aware
of the following: the sequence of execution
in each apparatus and the content of the

are
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training itself (number of contacts,
execution of individual exercises or
combinations of exercises). Moreover,

another set of organizational issues should
also be settled, namely: who and in what
way will help the coaches; who will adjust
the apparatuses; who will place the board;
who will announce the vault number; who
will carry the performers’ clothes.

Tactics of approved trainings

The tactics of the approved trainings
entails the following:

e The performers should give the
impression that they are sure as concerns the
execution.

e To execute separately the difficult or
original exercises — even if they are not
included in the competition.

e Some of the above mentioned
exercises could be executed in the
competition as well.

e To show maximum correlation of
difficulty, style and confidence.

e To execute the exercises with calm
and confidence.

e To eliminate any failed attempts and
repeated executions due to failure.

» This requires the pre-determination
of the training content.

» The impression of confidence
concerning the execution of an exercise
should be created to the judges, as it
constitutes a fundamental issue in the final
assessment.

» During the approved workout, the
fully acquainted exercises should be
executed with confidence.
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