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HOW |
SPORT PSYLHOLOGY

Do you have any tips?

When I contemplated making
" asimilar change, my wife won-
(lued if I'd lost my marbles. “Why
would you want to become a sport
psychologist when you’re finally busy
and making money! Why stop now?”

But as I thought about the next
several years of my life, I realized
that two things mattered most to
me. First, I was interested in find-
ing a niche that would take me out
of my comfort zone and get my juic-
es flowing. Otherwise, why bother?
Second, I wanted to distinguish my
practice from what everyone else in
my office—and most of the therapy
community—was doing.

As a lifelong athlete who enjoys
doing 12-hour team endurance chal-
lenges and running marathons, it
made sense to move toward a special-

ty area that applies what the field of

psychology has learned about moti-
vation, cognition, visualization, emo-
tion, and behavior to help athletes.
Today’s sport psychologists counsel
players at all levels, including pros.
These “mental coaches” might get
to sit at the end of their basketball
team’s bench during games or wear
their football team’s official logo, and
it still excites me that my work brings
me so close to live sports action.
There are plenty of similarities
between my clinical and sport clients
in terms of the work we do. In fact,
my training in cognitive behavior-
al therapy (CBT), mindfulness, and
acceptance and commitment therapy
(ACT) is just as applicable to my work
with athletic competitors as with clini-

After being in private practice for many years, I’'m
considering a new clinical speciality in sport psychology.

cal clients, whether it’s a student ath-
lete who’s showing signs of depres-
sion and contemplating quitting her
sport, or a parent of a star tennis play-
er who gets so mad at his son for not
trying harder in matches that all they
do is scream at each other.

Most of us are already familiar with
supporting anxious kids, encourag-
ing a client’s honest self-appraisal,
and coaching parents who expect
too much of their children, so you'll

be pleased to discover how much of

what you already do clinically ties
in with ways that you can help ath-
letes and coaches. For example, I
was recently consulted by a high-
school coach who'd been put on a
leave of absence because parents
had complained about her tactless-
ness, including her habit of texting
too much with students. Though our
work together involved discussions
of basketball and coaching, I helped
her understand important psycho-
logical principles around group
dynamics, adolescent development,
and interpersonal boundaries.

Like any group, however, athletes
have their own lingo, culture, ritu-
als, and lifestyle, and understanding
the ins and outs of them can give
you a leg up on establishing rapport,
trust, and mutual understanding. For
instance, when the game becomes
more obligation than recreation for
athlete-clients, it’s helpful to appre-
ciate that quitting may be the first
thing they think of but the last thing
they’d ever want to do. Clients who
take their sports seriously will prefer
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seeing someone who appreciates how
significant the game is to them.

The bulk of what I do as a sport psy-
chologist is to teach high-perform-
ing athletes how to compete when
the competition gets rough, using
techniques drawn from a range of
approaches, including ACT’s con-
cept of willingness, DBT’s distress-
tolerance skills, and mindfulness
teachings on how not to be sabo-
taged by ‘mind chatter.” Young kids,
high-school and college players, even
elite and professional athletes, will
tell you the game is different when
a crowd fills the stands, when your
opponent’s skills are just as good
as yours, and when you're playing
with something big at stake, causing
many athletes to focus on avoiding
embarrassment, rather than playing
the game. In other words, they get
anxious, and can’t talk freely to their
coaches or parents about feeling
intimidated, scared, unstable, and
depressed. That’s where I come in.

Therapists often ask me if they
need to have specific sport knowl-
edge to work with these athletes.
The answer is yes and no. It’s not
essential to know the exact rules
of every sport, though my clients
who compete in lesser-known sports,
such as fencing, curling, Irish danc-
ing, and dragon-boat racing, are
always eager to explain how theirs
works. It’s more important to be
aware that the “just get out there
and have fun” philosophy you might
espouse with your other clients won’t
work with ultra-competitors, who are
often in the serious business of earn-
ing a scholarship, landing a big con-
tract, or finishing on the podium. To
compete, these athletes make huge
sacrifices—financial, physical, and
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personal—and they’d find it hard
to justify their time and energy com-
mitments if they didn’t regard the
payoffs as important and substantial.
So they’ll expect you to help them
embrace the challenges of their
sport, rather than discount its value.

Getting Started

Of course, a professional makeover
like the one I gave myself takes
time. Starting out, I quickly realized
that my three-month timetable for
generating a caseload of sport cli-
ents was totally unrealistic—off by
about three years! Additionally, find-
ing sport clients while still accept-
ing clinical ones is like taking on a
second full-time job, requiring you
to build strong relationships with
key sportreferral sources by meet-
ing with coaches, athletic directors,
sports-medicine doctors, bikeshop
owners, and other folks. This can
feel like an overwhelming task.

My first sport psychology job was
an unpaid position at an elite bas-
ketball academy. I got to watch tal-
ented future college and NBA play-
ers do their thing on the court, but
the academy had never worked with
a sport psychologist before, and I
had little idea as to what I was sup-
posed to be doing there. Yet I knew
enough to explain that punishing an
underperforming player by having
him shoot 100 extra shots after every
practice was making matters worse.
Before our conversation, the coaches
hadn’t taken seriously that this play-
er’s fears about being benched, not
getting a college scholarship (which
was his ticket to afford college), and
losing the trust of his teammates
might be affecting his performance.
Luckily, given my clinical experience
with helping teenagers gain focus
and reach their goals, I was able to
help him find his groove again.

Sall, it took me a while to under-
stand some of the bigger differences
between clinical work and sport psy-
chology. Unlike most therapy clients,
athlete-clients generally seek guidance
when preparing for an event but may
quickly lose interest once the event is
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over. So if you're a fan of shortterm,
solution-focused therapy, this niche
may have great appeal for you.

Also, many athlete-clients may ask
to schedule a second session three
or four weeks after an initial meet-
ing. At first, I figured this was a sign
that our connection wasn’t as strong
as I’d hoped, or that the individual
wasn’t as motivated as I'd thought.
But eventually I realized that a single
session with an athlete often provides
enough material for him or her to
chew on for several weeks. For exam-
ple, after I impart advice to a golfer
on pre-shot routines, she may not be
able to evaluate the value of my rec-
ommendations until a month later,
when she plays in her next tourna-
ment. If she feels that she found her
swing again, I wouldn’t necessarily
expect her to return anytime soon.

As you can imagine, this kind of
sporadic scheduling can affect your
bottom line, so to make sure your
calendar is full, you’ll need twice as
many sport clients as clinical clients.
That’s why it’s better to gradually
shift your practice in the direction
of sport psychology than to attempt
an all-at-once transition. Once I real-
ized this, I felt relief knowing that I
could keep my income flowing from
my clinical caseload while opening
up key slots in my schedule for ath-
letes. Additionally, being a licensed
clinical psychologist (with an exist-
ing practice and a background in
child development) has given me an
advantage over those with just a sport
psychology background. Because
I’'m a licensed clinician, some clients
I see can receive a diagnosis and get
reimbursed by insurance for my ser-
vices. So if you're already licensed,
the expansion of your private prac-
tice to include sport clients will be
easier and, frankly, more lucrative.

Often, growing your athletic case-
load requires a departure from tra-
ditional therapy norms, such as tak-
ing on a consultant role to athletes,
coaches, and athletic departments.
Though I don’t have formal sessions
as a consultant, I enjoy the variety
of work this affords me. One day I
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might be chatting with a bhasketball
player in the bleachers after his prac-
tice about how to set small, achiev-
able goals. Another day I might be
discussing mental toughness with a
client between intervals on a track,
meeting with athletic directors about
their new policy for dealing with
overinvolved parents, or facilitating
a discussion with lacrosse team cap-
tains about leadership skills. Do I get
paid for every one of these consulta-
tions? No. But you can bet that these
freebies pay off in referrals.

If you're uncomfortable with these
sorts of loose boundaries, sport psy-
chologist might not be the right role
for you. After all, consulting with ath-
letes can involve being available to
your clients beyond the parameters
of actual sessions. Games are often
played in the evenings or on week-
ends, when you may be called on to
provide lastminute reminders, per-
haps concerning a visualization tech-
nique that you and an athlete recently
devised. My phone buzzes practical-
ly every weekend because someone’s
checking between in matches on the
tennis court, on the way to a race, or
after a tough loss. Rather than seeing
this as a burden, I relish having ath-
letes feel comfortable enough to reach
out for help before or after a game.

Of course, being so close to the
action means an increased possibility
of losing perspective and becoming
as attached to the client’s wins and
losses as he or she is—the sort of pit-
fall that often plagues overinvolved
parents. I used to harbor the errone-
ous—and anxiety-inducing—assump-
tion that I'd never be able to build a
thriving sport psychology practice if
my clients didn’t immediately show
improved performance on the field.
I've now gotten over that false belief.
I no longer go online to look up how
a client performed in a game or an
event; instead, I wait to hear the cli-
ent’s own account of how things went.
I keep in mind that there are many
ways to measure progress, and narrow-
ly focusing on a single criterion can be
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detrimental, leading to abandoning
potentially useful strategies before
they’'ve had an adequate field test.

When 1 started out, I told anyone
who’d listen that I was a sport psycholo-
gist, and then I'd often have to explain
what that is, because many people
think it sounds cool but have no idea
what it actually entails. However, make
no mistake: sport psychology is still
considered a luxury service, not neces-
sarily in price, but in terms of its being
something people may want but don’t
feel they absolutely need.

Currently, my practice consists of
three-quarters sport clients and one-
quarter clinical clients. During a typ-
ical week, I see high-school athletes
who struggle with confidence issues,
college players unsure about wheth-
er it’s worth the social and academ-
ic sacrifice to stay on the team, and
professional athletes learning how
to compete at the highest level and
at the same time manage challenges
around sponsorships, prize money,
and shaping their name into a brand.

Shifting my career was risky and
not without its hazards, but I find it
enormously rewarding to combine
my clinical training with my knowl-
edge of and deep respect for com-
petitive sports. In many ways, forg-
ing this new career path took the
same kind of steely determination,
mental strength, and daily work that
I put into my training for marathons
and endurance events. Should you
decide to pursue a similar path, I'll
certainly be rooting for you. (I

Mitchell Greene, PhD, is a clinical and sport
psychologist in Haverford, PA. Contact:
mgreene@greenepsych.com.

Tell us what you think about this article by
emailing letters@psychnetworker.org. Want
to earn CE hours for reading it? Visit our
website and take the Networker CE Quiz.

Want to submit an In Consultation piece for
an upcoming issue? Please see Submission
Guidelines on our website.
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“In a world that reinvents itself on a daily basis, we
empower students and credentialed coaches to adapt,
integrate, and flourish from the inside out - for the
betterment of all sentient beings.”

— Founder & Director Ann-Marie McKelvey, LPCC, MCC
ICF Master Certified Coach, Licensed Psychotherapist, Buddhist Chaplain

The World Needs Youl!

Get the training needed to obtain ICF credentialing! Classes are
live & interactive via phone or Internet video. ICF CCEs and
counseling CEUs available. -

REGISTRATION NOW OPEN FOR FALL 2017 & WINTER 2018

® Becoming a Mindfulness, Wellness, and Somatic Coach:
You and Your Clients
Mondays, September 18 — November 6, 2017

Skillful Means: The Coaching Skill Set
Mondays, September 18 — November 6, 2017

The Dynamic Trio;: EMDR, Positive Psychology and Somatic Coaching
Tuesdays, September 19 - November 7, 2017

Mindful Eating: Mindful Life
Wednesdays, September 27 — November 15, 2017

ACSTH

International Coach Federation

www.MindfulnessCoachingSchool.com (505) 989-3374
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