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Aims of this workshop 
1. To raise awareness about the role of Mental 

Preparation in the training environment 

 

2. To share some key findings from Applied Sport 
Psychology of possible relevance to Gaelic Games 

 

3. To offer some suggestions for coaches on forms 
of Mental Practice (esp. self-talk & cue words) 



Warm-up 

• How important do you think Mental 
Preparation is within your team / your club ? 

 

• During last season, how much Mental 
Preparation did your team undertake ? 

 

• Can you think of an example where something 
you said or did influenced a player ? 



A manager’s view 

 “If you can play well for five minutes, then, 
with practice, you can play well for eight 
minutes, and gradually progress. It is a 
question of getting the body physically ready 
and then developing the mentality to be able 
to concentrate for a particular length of time” 
Séan Boylan, Meath football manager 1983-2006 



Another manager’s view : 

 “Getting in their heads. That’s what the game is 
about. It’s an extremely important part to be 
sure. Get them on the right wavelength. What we 
went through together was deeper than football. 
We’d be concerned about each other – concerned 
about anything which would perturb a player.” 

 Kevin Heffernan, Dublin footballer 1948-1962, 
Dublin football manager 1973-76 & 1979-83  



A player’s perspective : 

 “Attitude is tremendously 
important in chasing success. 
That’s why I believe that 
talent alone will get you very 
little in this world.”  

 - Jim Stynes, former Dublin GAA 
footballer, Australian footballer 
and recently AFL Hall of Fame 



 

 

 

 

Have you any idea what 
sport psychology is ? 

 

Do you know any  
sport psychologists ? 

 



Mental preparation & sport psychology 

 “For most sportspeople, sport 
psychology is any mental activity 
that relates to performance and 
performance enhancement.”  

 (Kremer & Moran, 2012) 

  

  



 ...... So what does a sport psychologist do ? 

 Help players, coaches, teams to adapt the way 
they feel and think to improve performance – and 
also to maintain their mental fitness & health. 

 

• It’s not counselling  - it entails counselling skills. 

• It’s not motivational speaking - includes exploring, 
explaining & enhancing individual & team motivation. 

• It’s not apart from Coaching – it’s A Part of it.  

 

 



Memory bytes –  Personal computer ? 
US House of Congress library? Human brain ? 

 



Component parts of a gaelic team 

Manager 
& coaching staff  

Sport science 
: nutritionists 
performance 
analysts 

Player(s)   

& Team Physio   
& Doctor 



Where does sport psychology fit in? 

Manager 
& coaching staff  

Sport science 
: nutritionists 
performance 
analysts 

Player(s)   

& Team Physio 
& Doctor 



What can psychology give sport? 

Social learning theory ; schema theory; self 

determination theory; attribution theory; social  

identity theory; self-efficacy theory; social  

categorisation; self-esteem; theory of planned  

behaviour; social cognitive theory; social  

exchange theory; self-regulation; self-awareness 

......   and much, much more besides 



Let’s look at that again... : 

Social learning theory ; schema theory; self 

determination theory; attribution theory; social  

identity theory; self-efficacy theory; social  

categorisation; self-esteem; theory of planned  

behaviour; social cognitive theory; self-regulation;  

social exchange theory; self-awareness. 

               Can you notice any patterns ? 

 



Where is the ‘I’ in Team ? 

Whiteboard exercise 



Finding the ‘I’ in Team:  
Performance profiling 

Coaches say advantages of profiling are: 

• goal setting  
• structured training 

• monitoring performance 
• developing confidence 

• motivation 
• communication 

 



Case study – All Blacks rugby team 

 Strengths-based approach to coaching :  

 “We worked on their strengths, rather 
than just their weaknesses. We wanted 
them to understand that they were 
there because of what they were 
already good at.” – Wayne Smith, All Blacks 

 From Hodge, Henry & Smith (2014)  - referenced under ‘further reading’. 

 



Let’s try an experiment 



 
Improving performance – Self-Talk 

• Weigh what You say :  Words matter 

 

• Self-Talk  helps cue performance; enhance 
concentration; increase motivation & confidence 

 

• Example: Dublin senior gaelic football team now 
call their own kick-outs : ‘Possession retention’ 

 



Instructional self-talk in practice 
“With my long shots I just 
wanted to stick to my 
‘process’, making good 
decisions, making good 
swings. And then ‘spot’ was 
for my putting. I was just 
picking a spot on the green 
and trying to roll it over the 
spot every time. I wasn’t 
thinking about holing it.” 
  
Rory McIlroy , World no1.  speaking after 
winning British Open Golf tournament 2014 



Words can help cue performance 



What about negative thinking? 

Image from GPA ‘We Wear More’ campaign 



Mental fitness & Mental health 

• Is this picture this linked to performance? 

 

• Player welfare is part of our duty of care, 
and.....a player who is in good Form .... 

     

is better able to perForm 
 

 



Can you think of examples? 

Case study  



As a coach, words matter : 

 “What you say or don’t say to players is 
so important. You tell certain ones how 
brilliant and strong they are, when 
really you know they are mentally 
weak and might let you down. It is all 
about getting the best out of them.”  

 – Gordon Strachan (former manager of Glasgow 
Celtic FC) in Kremer & Moran, 2008, p.168. 



Team Cues: ‘We’ not ‘Me’ 

Championship 2014 – Donegal V Antrim 



Team Cues: ‘We’ not ‘Me’  

Championship 2014 – All-Ireland Final 



 
 

Weigh what you say :  Words matter. 

 

Mental Practice aids Development & Performance 

 

Find the ‘I’ in Team.  Foster the ‘We’.   

 

Sport Psych is not Apart – It’s a Part of coaching  

 

 

Concluding points 



Further reading 
• Kremer, J. & Moran, A. (2008). Pure sport. practical sport psychology. Routledge. 

• Hodge, K., Henry, G. & Smith, W.  (2014) A case study of excellence in elite sport : motivational 
climate in a world champion team. The Sport Psychologist, 28, 60-74. 
http://journals.humankinetics.com/AcuCustom/Sitename/Documents/DocumentItem/06%20Hodge
%20TSP_2013_0037_ej.pdf 

• Hyland, J. Shanahan, R. (2011). The use of mental imagery  technique to improve free-kick accuracy in 
GAA footballers. http://esource.dbs.ie/handle/10788/1692 

• Telegraph (2012) article on sport psychology in the English Premier League : 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/men/active/10568730/Mind-games-how-footballers-use-sports-
psychology.html 

• Blog by Dr Martin Turner (2014) on how over- thinking inhibits performance :  
http://www.inc.com/martin-turner-jamie-barker/sports-psychology-stop-overthinking.html 

• RTE  blog by David Gillick (2014) ‘turning the mind into an ally’. 
http://www.rte.ie/sport/athletics/2014/1216/667215-dealing-with-nerves-and-becoming-a-mentally-
strong/ 

• The Independent (2015) article on Andy Murray’s self-talk 

 http://www.independent.co.uk/sport/tennis/andy-murrays-motivational-notes-revealed-try-your-
best-and-be-good-to-yourself-10052880.html 
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