MENTAL HEALTH PLAYS AN IMPORTANT ROLE IN ATHLETIC SUCCESS, AND
IT IS QUITE LIKELY THAT “EMOTIONAL FIRST AID” FOLLOWING
COMPETITION IS JUST AS IMPORTATN AS PHYSICAL FIRST AID: A REVIEW
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Coaches have historically been concerned with the psychological preparation of their athletes for
competition. This preparation has frequently taken the form of pep talks and various other
techniques thought to possess motivational value. The previous section raises the question of
whether such techniques are of any value whatsoever, and existing evidence implies that the
answer is no. on the other hand, a neglected, and probably far more important consideration, is
the athlete’s post competitive psychological state. While coaches have historically attempted to
get their teams “up” for competition, there is little published evidence to suggest they attempt to
bring them “down”. On the other hand, there is some evidence which suggests that win or lose
athletes return to normal psychological levels post competitively.
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At any rate, it is reasonably clear that strains, sprains, and factures are treated immediately or
shortly following their occurrence, whereas, months may pass before any attention is given to
serious psychological problems (Carmen, Zerman, and Blaine 1968; Pierce 1969). Furthermore,
certain psychological ailments common among athletes are never even detected much less
treated. As with the case of physical injuries, preventive measures and early detection procedures
should be employed. It is especially important that team physicians, coaches, and trainers
“sensitize” themselves to the potential existence of psychological problems, dismissing an
athlete’s problem as a “head problem” does not solve anything. It should also be noted that
“emotional first aid” should not be limited to the athlete who experiences obvious failure.
Indeed, the mediocre athlete who suddenly is catapulted into the spotlight following a record



setting performance is probably in need of more scrutiny than the occasional failure. The reader
interested in gaining additional insights into the matter will find the papers by Carmen, Zerman,
and Blaine (1968), Little (1969), and Pierce (1969) to be of particular value.

Implication: athletes should not be left to their own psychological resources following either
successful or unsuccessful competition. The coach should talk with his athletes following
competition with the aim of ego strengthening in the case of traumatic failure as well as counsel
and “insulation” following record-setting performances. The athlete should not be left to crawl
off and nurse his physical would, nor should he be expected to completely manage his
psychological trauma either. Indeed, he is probably less likely to possess the resources necessary
for adaption in the latter situation.

Conclusion: Coaches should pay careful attention to the post competitive psychological
condition of their athletes. It is also reasonable to state that psychological stability is a
prerequisite for consistent success in the high level athlete. Successful athletes who are truly
neurotic are the exception rather than the rule.
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