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Elite Sport Performance: 

Psychological Perspectives 
Mental Skills Training Program 

The Task  

1) Consider the psychological 

skills required in archery and 

other precision sports.  

2) Write a mental training 

program that addresses some of 

these skills  

3) Tailor the programme towards 

the current needs of Captain Rao 

Identification of Psychological Skills Required. 

1) Providing Context for the Athlete 

Archery and other precision shooting sports prioritise the interaction between athlete vs environment 

(in this case, the target); over athlete vs athlete.  

Archery and shooting sports are well favoured by the military because there is a transfer of skill 

between the competitive discipline of the sport and the tactical applications of shooting/accuracy as 

a military operator. However, a key distinction is that in shooting sports, the targets do not shoot back. 

(Here we are talking about Olympic Archery, and not team tactical games like Archery Tag) 

 Therefore, the success of other shooters directly prevent my ability to hit my own target i.e. An fellow 

competitor shooting 6 arrows during his outdoor end and hitting the inner 10 ring or missing all 6 

shots, does not make my target easier of harder to hit in effect. 

The only difference is my perception of my skill and ability to hit my own targets in relation to him at 

that point in time. 

This understanding is important in developing mental skills training for military shooters (be it pistol, 

rifle, etc) because in competitive shooting (ISSF pistol, rifle or archery) they need to have narrow 

internal and external focuses. However, shooting in a military context when the shooter is on the 

move, against opponents who can and will shoot back, requires broad focus. 

So we need to first separate Akil Rao the competitive Archer, from Akil Rao the airborne parachute 

ranger.  Tune-in on what needs to be achieved within; and tune-out all external distractions 

Skill: Ability to develop Narrow Internal Focus 
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2) Unwavering Mind 

In order to consistently hit his target accurately, the archer/shooter will need to eliminate as many 

variables as he can in the way he sets up and takes his shot. For an archer, the act of drawing each 

arrow from the quiver, notching, sighting, release and follow-through, should be consistent for every 

shot. 

The athlete must be conscious of WHAT he does during each stage and HOW he does it—this allows 

his coach to then observe any issues with technique and take steps to address it. The more variations 

the shooter has in his draw, sighting and release; the harder it is for him or the coach to identify which 

factors are contributing to his success or failure in hitting the target. 

Consistency is key. 

Skill: Ability to replicate consistent kinetic routine 

3) Strong Visualisations 

All shooters will need to have strong visualisation skills in order to perform well. The ability to have a 

good sight picture is key to success in all shooting sports. With the pressures of time, crowd and other 

external distractions/stimuli, the ability to hold a good visual image of what he wants to see and 

achieve will allow a shooter to maintain his focus. 

In traditional Japanese archery Kyudo, there is the notion that when archer and target are one; there 

is no distance between arrow and the target. As a meditative discipline, practitioners of kyudo believe 

that it is not hitting or missing the target that defines a good/bad archer; rather it is the state of mind 

I am in when I hit my target. 

An esoteric Zen paradox? But if we look at it pragmatically, then we can perhaps articulate it this way: 

“In order for me to be successful, I must know what success looks like.” As in life, so in sport. 

Skill: Able to have strong visual imagery and focus 

4) Mind over Body 

Our bodies make physiological adaptations to cope with stress. Increased blood flow, vessel dilation, 

on-set of sweating, etc. A key factor for shooting sports is the ability to manage breathing and heart 

rate. The inhalation and exhalation of breath and even a racing pulse, all contribute towards micro-

movement in the body that causes the shooter’s aim to drift. 

A successful shooter must be able to use positive self-talk, NLP and other mental approaches in order 

to control these physiological changes under stress.  

If left uncontrolled, then there is a chance that the athlete 

is over-stimulated and anxiety sets in. (Strong possibility 

based on Akil’s case-study) 

Skill: Ability to control physiological reactions to stress. 
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Athlete Profile of Akil Rao 

In order to prepare a Mental Skills Training program for Akil Rao, let us first conduct a SWOT analysis 

of his performance as an athlete. 

STRENGTH 
-Highly Discipline 
-Generally Calm 
-Mentally Tough and Resilient 
 

WEAKNESS 
-Suffers from Chronic Shoulder Injury 
-Perceived personality and behaviour issues 

OPPORTUNITES 
-Have access to good athlete support (i.e. 
physiotherapy, etc) 
-Has exposure to wide-range of adventure, high-
risk activities. Thus, his appetite and tolerance 
for risk is high. 
 

THREATS 
-Perceived personality issues (i.e. arrogance) 
could lead to clashes with team-mates and 
coach 
-Possibility of being dropped from team. 

Summary of Key Skills  

1) Ability to develop Narrow Internal Focus 

2) Ability to replicate consistent kinetic routine 

3) Able to have strong visual imagery and focus 

4) Ability to control physiological reactions to stress. 

 

1) Ability to develop Narrow Internal Focus &   2) Ability to replicate consistent kinetic routine 

It is possible to address Skills 1 and 2 together. 

One approach would be to prepare a MP3 playlist for Akil consisting of: 

-crowd noises, event noises 

-baby crying / adults shouting 

-Soft romantic ballads 

-Heavy Metal 

Etc. 

The idea is to create a varied playlist of audio stimuli for Akil to listen to. 

Akil’s task is to shoot at an even pace / rhythm, 3 arrows in 2 mins (based on WAF Indoor rules) 

(For this purpose, the distance from archer to the target be reduced; reduce the tension on the bow 
to lessen strain on Akil) 

Also, we will use a standard target but coloured completely yellow (the colour of the inner 10) 

The focus for this is to eliminate the consideration of WHERE his shots land on the target and to focus 
on two things: 

 Developing a repeatable draw, notch, sight, shoot and follow through ritual that can be 
duplicated consistently. 

 Transfer his attention solely on this process and allow himself to shoot at a consistent pace, 
regardless of the mood, tempo and nature of the audio tracks he is listening to. 
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During the training, Akil should be filmed. After the session, both 
coach and Akil should review the footage. Again, the focus should 
be on HOW Akil shoots, his process rather than his results. 

Key points for both coach and Akil to consider: 

-Are there any segments in the whole kinetic chain from draw to follow through that show 
awkwardness? Is that due to pain or injury? If so, at which stage does it occur? What motions are 
affected by it? 

-Which audio tracks were the most ‘distracting’ ? What kind of states did they evoke in Akil? And how 
did he narrow his focus to concentrate on his routine? 

After this review, have Akil compile his own MP3 playlist of songs/music that he feels best suit his 
temperament and tempo of shooting. 

Have him repeat the same exercise and take note of the changes in mental state and focus. 

Review his performance through video and compare the results. 

 
3) Able to have strong visual imagery and focus 

Having completed the above exercise, have Akil and coach pick a short video segment which they both 
feel is the smoothest and best executed chain of motion. 

Have Akil what that segment in slow motion. 

Have him write down in first person exactly what he is doing in the clip. Ask him to be as detailed as 
possible. 

Akil: “First, I reach for the quiver and take my first arrow between my thumb, index and centre 
finger. I withdraw the arrow in a smooth upwards motion…” 

Have him go through this script and review add any additional detail until he and the coach are 
satisfied. (Use verbs and adjectives that are as specific as possible) 

Next have Akil read out this script and record it. For the next week, each night before he sleeps, have 
him play this recording and visualise the movements he makes. 

Ask him to view this image in his mind both from a first-person view point and a third-person view 
point. 

Akil may wish to also practice actual shooting while playing this audio clip and performing the motions 
in accordance with what is being described in the clip. 

 

4) Ability to control physiological reactions to stress. 

As an avid rock-climber and outdoorsman, Akil should be familiar with breathing techniques to lower 

heart rate upon exertion. Yoga is also a traditional Indian discipline that will help in that aspect. As a 

well-rounded athlete and outdoorsman, Akil should be able to avail himself to those practices but this 

training plan will not focus on that area as that is familiar territory. 

One aspect that could be addressed to better help Akil cope with stress is for him to consider how to 

deal with failure. 

A key aspect that may be hampering Akil’s performance is the constant worry of the consequences of 

any lack of performance or failure i.e. being dropped from the team, a loss of ‘face’, answering to 

friends, family or colleagues on why he is dropped. 
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These may be issues that need to be verbalised and articulated with someone whom Akil trusts.  

In this aspect, the coach may not be the best person to do so, if he is the deciding criteria for selecting 

who gets to remain in the team. 

One possibility is to seek the assistance of professional hypnotherapists or psychiatrists that are able 

to lean Akil to face the fear of failure and explore what he fears about being dropped from the team. 

On the surface, this may seem counter-intuitive and counter-productive to what we are trying to 

achieve i.e. improve his performance so that he can make the team. However, if the pressure of having 

to live up to various internal and external expectations of making the team are also factors 

contributing to anxiety and over-arousal, then it is imperative that Akil acknowledges what these 

factors are in order to develop coping strategies. 

 

Summary 

The approaches outlined above are by no-means exhaustive or definitive. 

What I have outlined are broad strokes to identify key contributing factors that are obstacles and 

stress points that are detracting Akil from focusing on developing attributes that can enhance his 

overall performance. 

Since he is recovering from physical injury, this is a good time to explore the inner dynamics of his 

psyche as a sportsman i.e. his key motivations, his peak-performance arousal states, etc; which he 

may have overlooked and dismissed as less important when he able to function at peak physical 

efficiency. 

Based on his profile and the facts provided in the case-study, the critical factor for Akil’s breakthrough 

and ability to retain his spot on the team seem more aligned with his personality (ability to relate with 

others and handle stress) rather than his technical attributes. 

Nevertheless, it is my hope that this attempt allows us to explore various approaches that coaches can 

use to help their athletes become stronger in mind and body. 

  

Randell Siow 
 

EXcelling In Life... Everyday 
Find us on FaceBook:  www.facebook.com/exiletraining 
Training Videos:           www.youtube.com/user/exiletraining/ 
Webpage:                     www.exilesolutions.com.sg 
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