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Foreword 

 

I am honoured and enormously proud to write the foreword for Athletes’ 

Experiences with Sports Anxiety: Insider Perspective for Coaches and Parents. I 

have known Crystal professionally for over 5 years after she introduced herself to 

me at a National Strength and Conditioning Association Tactical Strength and 

Conditioning Conference where I was presenting. She had driven 1,165 miles 

through the night (18 hours) in a van full of fellow students. They took turns drawing 

straws to decide who was going to which presentation and take notes to share with 

everyone else. Crystal ended up at my lecture, so apparently, I was the short straw.?) 

She must have found something worthwhile in my presentation, because she 

approached me shortly after.  

 

Right from day one, Crystal’s enthusiasm and thirst for knowledge combined with 

her quirkiness and ability to think differently and outside the box were inspiring. 

Her passion and commitment to continuing education and constant bettering of 

herself are unwavering. What started out as her introducing herself and asking for 

some additional information about some of the work I was doing has developed into 

what will be a lifelong friendship. 

 

Whilst the bulk of my work has been with tactical athletes, I also have extensive 

experience working with everyone from junior development athletes to elite 

athletes. I am also fortunate to be a current member of the Canterbury Bankstown 

Bulldogs High Performance Unit in the National Rugby League (NRL) Competition. 

 

In the tactical environment, I have seen the shift into providing performance 

psychology in the training environment to improve the resilience to stress of tactical 

athletes. Individuals in the tactical environment must deal with different demands 

than those faced by athletes both at the junior and the elite level. While the 
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requirements may be different, the importance of this type of training cannot be 

ignored. High level, elite athletes are also provided training in how to deal with the 

anxiety of competition and the demands to perform at the highest level. They are 

taught to get it under control and focus on what they are doing at that time and in 

that moment to be successful.  

 

An athlete’s ability to master his mind can often be the difference between winning 

and losing, in sports and in life. But who helps the athletes before they become elite? 

And what about the coaches and parents who do not understand what their athletes 

experience? How can they help them control their minds and take the pressure off 

their performance? 

 

This book provides a unique insight into sports anxiety and how it can be 

detrimental to performance and general well-being of athletes. This book will also 

serve as foundational knowledge for coaches, parents, and athletes to improve 

performance and keep the fun in sports. I implore you to read the book and consider 

how you can use the information to help your athletes. 

 

 

 

 

Mick Stierli BPhysEd, MExSc, CSCS*D, TSAC-F*D, PhD Candidate 

Sergeant, Health and Fitness Officer NSW Police Force 

High Performance Unit Team Member; Canterbury Bankstown Bulldogs 
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A Note from the Author 

 

As an athlete who had a fear of failure, a fear of letting others down, and 

a fear of injury, I know first-hand what it is like to have the excitement 

of performance spiral out of control. With a blink of an eye, that 

excitement suddenly became nervousness. Even though I was confident 

in my skills, I felt immense pressure to exceed expectations. Sometimes 

that pressure stole the joy from me when playing the sports I loved. 

 

It is my mission to use my playing experiences, coaching experiences, 

and knowledge gained from education and research to help coaches, 

parents, and athletes. My hope is to educate and share information in 

an effort to increase the longevity of athletic careers and to enhance the 

overall well-being of athletes.  

 

Many thanks go out to all coaches, parents, and athletes, as well as those 

who enjoy watching sports. Let us work together to continue making 

sports enjoyable for future generations. Collaboration is essential for the 

success and well-being of our athletes. On that note, it would not be right 

to continue without a big thank you to Mick Stierli who has provided me 

with superb encouragement and mentorship over the last four years. 

Also, a huge thank you goes to Zac Radford, who has generously offered 

the use of his photos.  
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Introduction 

 

I can’t believe I missed. I’ve made that shot a hundred times during 

practice. Why does this always happen to me? I should just quit. I’m 

letting everyone down- I’m such a disappointment. Coach should just 

make me sit on the bench next game. I don’t deserve to be out there. So 

what if I work hard during practice? So what if I’m that “team player” 

he always wants us to be? What good am I if I can’t even make that 

open shot? This isn’t even fun anymore. 

  

Does this sound familiar? Maybe this is how you talked to yourself when 

you played sports. Or maybe this is how your child feels after making a 

mistake during a game. Why do we talk to ourselves like this? Why do 

we put so much pressure on ourselves? The following chapters will help 

you understand more of what’s happening in the minds of the athletes 

we coach or in the minds of our own kids when they experience a great 

deal of pressure and nervousness during sports.  

 

This book is intended to help open your eyes to what our athletes 

experience when they have that high level of pressure or nervousness 

during sports—a phenomenon called “sports anxiety.”  
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PART 1 

SPORTS ANXIETY EXPLAINED 
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“Of all the hazards, fear is the worst.” 

~Sam Snead  
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CHAPTER 1 

When My Athletes Experience WHAT?!  

 

It’s called sports anxiety. Sometimes it doesn’t matter how many 

hours we spend practicing our skills and reviewing our game strategies, 

we still get nervous. Performance anxiety can happen to anyone—

athletes, musicians, dancers, and other performers; coaches and other 

leaders; parents and other supporters of kids or adults performing or 

competing. In this book, we are focusing specifically on athletes and 

their experiences. The words in italics are words of the athletes.  

 

Okay, but I still don’t know what that means: What is sports 

anxiety?  

 

Nervousness. I can’t sit still. I have a hard time sleeping the night 

before. Butterflies in my stomach. Jittery. Almost like I had too much 

coffee, even though I don’t drink coffee. I guess that’s the self-doubt 

creeping in, but I don’t know what to do about it. I want to push past 

and be like, “You’re fine. You’ve done this before.”  

 

Sometimes I feel pressure before going into a game or even at 

practices. I feel like I’m going to fail and let my coach and my 

teammates down. Even if they tell me I did great, I know there is 

always something I could have done better. 
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With the hype of an upcoming event or tournament, it seems natural to 

be excited or nervous—this makes sense. Athletes who have high sport-

confidence (those who are confident in their skills and knowledge of the 

game) and feelings of being in control can usually manage these feelings 

and use them to perform better (1). They might talk about how excited 

they are, and they might be able to use their energy to jump higher, run 

faster, throw farther, etc. This is great. We encourage this. 

 

 

 

Does the thrill hold you down or push you higher? 



 

11 
 

Some athletes have similar feelings of excitement or nervousness almost 

every time they play their game, even during practices! They might feel 

their environments are threatening, and they might become timid when 

playing instead of taking risks and having fun. We need some of this 

hype, or arousal so that we’re not bored or uninterested, but sometimes 

it gets to be too much to handle. When it’s too much, some athletes 

interpret the arousal as nervousness, or anxiety (1). This is where our 

concern is. Athletes who have low sport-confidence and self-doubt are 

more likely to interpret their arousal and symptoms of anxiety as 

harmful to their performance (1,2). They might overthink or be afraid of 

making mistakes, but we’ll discuss this more in the next section. 

 

We need to talk with our athletes and learn if they view their sport 

arousal as excitement or nervousness (anxiety). The next step is to help 

each athlete identify his or her optimal arousal level during 

performances. Then we need to help them reach those levels. We don’t 

want them to be too low and we don’t want them to be too high, so as 

coaches and parents, we need to work with our athletes to find ways to 

help them get to those levels before and during their practices or games.  

 

DIAGRAM 1 

The following image uses an Inverted-U to show how the arousal level 

(bottom) often affects performance (side). The arousal level starts low 

on the left and gets higher as we go to the right. The performance starts 

poor at the bottom and gets better as we go to the top of the diagram. 

The smiley face is where the arousal level is not too low and not too 
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high—it is just the right level for the athlete to have a strong 

performance. It is important to remember that these levels are not “one-

size fits all.” Performance arousal levels, just like many aspects of 

performance, are individualized.  

 

 

 

Alright, I kind of know what it is, but I still don’t know why it 

matters: Why do I need to know about sports anxiety? 
 

I mess up a lot in the beginning and can’t really focus on what’s 

happening in the game. Then my coach tells me to get my head in the 

game. It seems like he’s yelling, but I start paying better attention and 

then I get less nervous. But, if he pulls me out and makes me sit on the 

bench, I always get nervous again before going back into the game. 
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It’s natural to be nervous for a big game or when taking the place of an 

injured starter. It’s natural to feel uncertain of how it might turn out. 

And it’s natural to hope we did everything we could to prepare for a big 

event, but some athletes have these feelings during practices. Athletes 

with sports anxiety may view their environments, especially their 

competitive environments, as threatening (4, 5) and may be afraid to 

make mistakes or to be viewed as less capable than their teammates or 

opponents. 

 

 

 

Aim for progress, not perfection. 
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I felt like I wasn’t doing my best. I was looking around a lot and relying 

on my teammates, rather than focusing on myself. I kind of felt like I 

didn’t know what I was doing, even though I did. It was awful. 

 

Sometimes athletes put a lot of pressure on themselves to be “perfect,” 

so they might overthink instead of playing with confidence. This can 

cause them to make unnecessary mistakes or play at a lower level than 

they are able. Where’s the fun in that? Eventually, this can lead to 

reduced motivation and lowered self-confidence in other areas of life 

(4). Suffering from sport anxiety can lead athletes to lose enjoyment in 

their sports, and can be a reason athletes stop playing sports.  

 

Low sport-confidence and intolerance of uncertainty are predictors of 

performance anxiety in athletes (3). This means that athletes with low 

sport-confidence and those who have a fear of the unknown might have 

more sport anxiety. It is important that we understand some of the 

general personality characteristics of our athletes so that we can help 

them become better athletes. The same coping strategy may not work 

for every athlete, so we need to get to know them as individuals so we 

can provide the best suggestions. We want to work with our athletes to 

help them keep their anxiety levels low so that sports continue being 

fun, so that they want to continue playing.  
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PART 2 

DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES 
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“Choose a new angle to appreciate the gifts of life.” 
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Athlete Interviews 

 

There is no better way to find out what’s going on in the minds of 

athletes than to ask them, right? We all played the game of telephone 

when we were kids, so we know how easily information can get tangled. 

The best way to learn what’s really going on is to go straight to the source 

and ask. So, that’s what we did. We interviewed athletes with self-

proclaimed sports anxiety and asked them questions related to their 

experiences. We dug deep and completed thorough investigations, 

following a scientifically rigorous method. The interviews were 

transcribed and coded, and then further analyzed to produce over-

lapping themes.  

 

The major themes that emerged from the interviews are: (a) 

nervousness; (b) mind control; (c) fear of the unknown; (d) 

perfectionism, and (e) sport enjoyment. Two of the themes, specifically 

nervousness and mind control will be discussed in great detail, within 

their own chapters. Support for the other themes is sprinkled 

throughout. 

 

All identifiers have been removed and names have been changed to 

protect the athletes who were interviewed. Informed consent was 

obtained and permission has been granted to share the information to 

help others.  
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CHAPTER 2 

Nervousness 

 

The athletes who were interviewed all discussed nervousness. 

Participants expressed being nervous for self, for teammates, and for 

others competing. MJ claimed being nervous from the day she signs up 

for a running event all the way until the competition.  

 

Even from the moment I sign up for it I have nerves already. Like, my 

race coming up is a 50k run, it’s seven weeks out. My nervousness is 

from the point of signing up all the way to the day of. Today I’m seven 

weeks out [giggles], and I’m already nervous. 

 

Her nervousness was exemplified by her fast talking and giggling. 

Similarly, LB was fidgeting while she described in detail a situation 

when she was nervous for her teammates during a soccer game, even 

though she was on the sidelines. 

 

We were tied. And we had a shoot-out. I wasn’t even part of it, but I 

was still nervous for everyone. I was fidgeting a lot, and I couldn’t 

really watch it. I was turned around, and I was being kind of dramatic. 

I guess it was kind of like I was watching a dramatic movie. 
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Even while she was describing the experience, LB was fidgety and 

unable to make eye contact with the interviewer. Another example of 

being nervous came from SL, who described being nervous while 

volunteering for an indoor triathlon. 

 

I was so nervous for them all. And then, I had to keep track of stuff, so 

I was nervous for myself. I didn’t want to mess up. You know? I wanted 

them to do so good, but I didn’t want to mess up either. It was 

absolutely ridiculous. My boss even asked me if I was going to be okay.  

 

Sometimes the nerves were perceived as excitement, but the athletes 

had a strong tendency to view the nervousness as negative. Additionally, 

they took ownership of the anxiety by referring to it as “my 

nervousness,” indicating that they have accepted the uneasiness as part 

of who they are. As mentioned, MJ lets her nervousness affect her from 

the day she signs up for a competition, but LB tries not to think about 

her nervousness until the day of her practices or games.  

 

I just don’t really think about it until the day of, because otherwise I 

would just get more nervous leading up to it. But if I don’t think about 

it, I can kind of turn my nervousness into excitement. I’m not sure how. 

 

Included in the over-arching theme of nervousness are the related 

psychological and physiological symptoms. Psychological symptoms 

related to the nervousness include lack of focus and needing to rely on 

others to perform well. LB also explained that she doesn’t do anything 
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on her own to cope with the anxiety she experiences, but she relies on 

her sister and her teammates for that, too.  She feels bad that she relies 

on her teammates so much—to make the big plays, and to help her stay 

calm.  

 

My sister is on my team, so I talk with her. She knows I’m going to be 

nervous, but she says things like, “You’re going to do great.” And I talk 

with my teammates about it. They can tell when I'm nervous or going 

to be nervous. It helps that they know, because I can’t keep myself calm. 

There’s nothing that I really do for it— I always rely on others to help 

me with it. I don’t do anything myself to deal with my nervousness. 

 

Physiological symptoms related to the nervousness included being 

jittery, having butterflies or nausea, uneasiness, and crying. When asked 

to explain sports anxiety, MJ did not hesitate to illustrate her 

experiences. 

 

It’s just overall, whole body nervousness. I get jittery and I can’t sit still. 

I guess it’s kind of like nausea, maybe, but I don’t really know if that’s 

nausea. My stomach—it feels like butterflies, but it’s not butterflies. I 

don’t know. I don’t want to say it feels like I’m going to puke, but 

maybe? Maybe. I’ve never—personally, I’ve never puked. I don’t like to 

do that. That’s gross. [giggles] It’s almost like a roller coaster, like your 

stomach is going up and down and up and down, and then it doesn’t 

stop. I’m so nervous that my body doesn’t even know how to handle it.  
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RT gave some inside perspective on how his nervousness takes away 

from the enjoyment of golfing. He seems to have lost that sense of “fun” 

somewhere in his quest for becoming better. This is a great example of 

why it is important to aim for progress and not perfection. His 

enjoyment is so far lost that he describes playing his sport as a chore.  

 

I enjoy it less when I’m nervous, but I still enjoy it. I guess it feels more 

like a chore, or something that I have to do. Because, I don’t know, 

because that’s what you think of when you’re not having fun. 

 

 

 

What’s the point if it’s no longer fun? 
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CHAPTER 3 

Mind Control 

  

 Mind control was also a major topic discussed by the athletes— lack of 

mind control, reliance on external sources to redirect focus of attention, 

and desire to calm the mind. The athletes discussed being in their own 

heads, or having conflicting inner dialogue that causes additional 

feelings of anxiety. Trying to balance their perceived skill-confidence 

with the lingering self-doubt leads to “chaos in the mind” or an internal 

battle, as described by MJ. 

 

I know in my head that I can do it. I’m also in my head thinking that 

I’m going to get hurt, or I’m going to fail. My little voice tells me all 

sorts of things—it can do both sides. One voice tells me I’m going to do 

well, and then I have my other voice asking me all the what-if’s. What 

if it rains? What if it snows? Did you eat enough? Did you drink too 

much water? Are you going to be sick? So, it’s a continuous internal 

battle in my head.   

 

TR described a similar mental battle when asked what thoughts go 

through his head before a game. He claims to be confident, but yet he’s 

filled with self-doubts and fear of letting others down or getting injured. 
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I’m going to screw it up for my whole team. I’m just not going to play 

the best that I can, or maybe I’m going to get injured. I’m going to let 

my teammates down. I know I’m good enough, but I just have all these 

doubts.  

 

Some athletes fight their internal battles of positive and negative self-

talk with external sources, not with their own mind control. They look 

to others for help, or they find other ways to redirect their focus of 

attention so that their inner dialogue does not negatively affect their 

performances. LB gave examples of turning to her sister and her 

teammates for support and encouragement, and MJ put heavy emphasis 

on her apparent “need” for music while she runs.  

 

I don’t want to let anybody down. Although, the only person I’m really 

letting down is myself. To quiet that voice— well, I can’t do it alone. I 

always have to have music. If I can concentrate on something else, then 

it’s okay. I don’t hear the negative voice when I listen to music while I 

run. 

 

MJ also uses breath control to help redirect her thoughts when her inner 

voices become chaotic. She explained that she stops her music and 

focuses on her breathing. 

 

If I start to panic in my head a little, I’ll sometimes shut my music off 

and just listen to myself breathing. When I have my headphones in, I 

can hear my breathing better. So, when those voices start crowding my 
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mind, I always make sure my breathing is on track. Sometimes my 

breathing goes crazy, and I start panicking. But, I kind of have a way 

to shut it off— focusing on my breathing. 

 

When the athletes discussed how their symptoms of anxiety affect their 

performance and enjoyment of their sports, they all expressed desire to 

control their inner dialogue or to calm their minds. When skill-

confidence is higher and the pressure is minimal, the body performs 

without the nervousness or internal battles.  

 

Running is something I love. It’s second nature, I just go. I don’t think 

too much about it when I’m not training for a race, like when I take my 

dog for a run. My body knows how to run. Somedays I feel I could just 

run forever. But when it comes to training or races, I just get so 

frustrated, because I would love to be able to just go run without 

thinking. How I’m going to get there, I have no idea. 

 

That desire to have a quiet mind became more apparent as the 

interviews progressed. MJ’s energy shifted and she was overcome with 

emotions as she described her carefree spirit during one of her first 

running events.  

 

If I could just get back to that little third grade girl who just ran, and 

didn’t have a care in the world… She just ran. She didn’t care about 

anything, and she still won every race. That would be awesome. 
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PART 3 

BRIGHTER HORIZONS 
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“Optimism allows us to see the beauty of opportunity.” 



 

27 
 

CHAPTER 4 

Being Human 

 

Some athletes get excited and others get nervous or have unrealistic 

expectations for themselves before or during their training and 

competitions. This nervousness and excessive pressure, often coinciding 

with perfectionism, can become overwhelming and may cause 

physiological symptoms like jittering and excessive sweating. It can also 

cause psychological symptoms, such as lack of focus, worry, and self-

doubt. Yes, we need to be aware that some of our athletes experience 

these and other symptoms of sports anxiety, but don’t let that weigh you 

down. Many people experience fear of the unknown, fear of injury, and 

the unrelenting “what-ifs” throughout their lives, much like what 

athletes with sport anxiety experience. These experiences are “normal” 

and don’t automatically lead to poor performances or loss of enjoyment 

of sports.  

 

Understanding sports anxiety and how our athletes experience it, even 

on a basic level, is important. This is the first step in our efforts to 

support them and help them perform their best and to continue 

enjoying their sports.  

 

Scientific evidence provides great explanations of sports anxiety, but so 

much more is learned when we have conversations with our athletes. 
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Please remember, the athletes we coach are people, and we are humans. 

Build rapport with them. Be approachable. Let them know that you are 

aware of possible anxiety, and more importantly, let them know that 

many of these related feelings are “normal.” Introduce them to the topic 

and then keep that line for conversation open. One of the best ways we 

can help our athletes, and our kids is to be human and show them that 

we care about them as individuals, not just as athletes. Showing we care 

about them as people will do so much more for them in the long run 

than only showing that we care about their athletic development and 

performances.  

 

 

 

If not for you, do it for the kids. 
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Okay, I think I understand what sports anxiety is and I have 

an idea of how athletes experience it. I didn’t realize that some 

people get so “worked up” before or during their practices or 

games.  

 

I guess it’s important for me to identify if my athletes are 

simply excited or if they have sports anxiety. How is it 

identified? And then, what can we do about it? 

 

You are exactly right! It is incredibly important to know the difference 

between excitement and anxiety. We will elaborate on some of those 

differences in the next book. For now, thank you for taking the time to 

gain awareness and for opening your mind to understanding the 

perspectives of athletes who experience anxiety. I’m looking forward 

writing blog posts that dive deeper into identifying and recognizing 

signs and symptoms and then move forward with coping strategies.  

 

Appetizers to hold you over until future blog posts: 

 

  

Early Identification Prevention & Coping Strategies 

Conversations Goals: Process vs. Outcome 

Scientific questionnaires Pre-competition routines 

Body language Positive self-talk 
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Interview Guide 

 

Broad Questions 

 

1. What thoughts go through your mind before a big game?  

 

2. Tell me how you felt during a time when you were in the game 

during a critical stretch.  

 

Focused Questions 

 

1. What do you think of when you hear of sports anxiety? 

 

2. Tell me about a time when you think you experienced sports 

anxiety. 

 

3. Describe your symptoms of sports anxiety.  

 

4. How has sports anxiety affected your performance? 

 

5. What do you do to cope with your symptoms of anxiety? 

 

6. How have these experiences affected your enjoyment of the sport? 
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