
Effects of mental-skills training on collegiate
divers' performance and perception of success.

Item Type Thesis

Authors Sponholz, Kelly

Download date 23/05/2023 21:43:30

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12648/361

http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12648/361


EFFECTS OF MENTAL-SKILLS TRAINING ON COLLEGIATE DIVERS’ PERFORMANCE 

AND PERCEPTION OF SUCCESS 

 

 

 

 

 

by 

Kelly Sponholz 

 

 

 

 

 

A Master’s Thesis Proposal 

Submitted in Partial Fulfillment 

Of the Requirements for the Degree of  

Master of Science in Education 

Curriculum and Instruction 

Department of Curriculum and Instruction 

State University of New York at Fredonia 

Fredonia, New York 

 

 

 

 

May, 2012 

 

 

 

 





 

i 
 

Abstract 

An experiment was conducted with nine divers at a Division III college matched for age, 

experience level, sex, and skill level, to investigate the effect of mental-skills training on divers’ 

overall performance and perception of success.  The athletes were part of a study where in 

addition to their diving practices they were exposed to training in three different psychological 

skills: goal setting, self-talk, and visualization.  Program effectiveness was evaluated through 

two different measures, anxiety and performance.  The mental-skills measures consisted of pre 

and post results on (a) the Test of Performance Strategies (TOPS), (b) the Sport Competition 

Anxiety Test (SCAT-A), and (c) the Trait Sport Confidence Inventory (TSCI).  The performance 

measures consisted of (a) the athletes recorded scores for each meet, and (b) the Questionnaire 

A: The Athlete’s Perceptions of Quality of Performance during Practice.   
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Introduction 

Across all levels of the athletic continuum, from youth through professional sports, 

psychological preparation is as essential to success as physical conditioning, adequate hydration 

and proper nutrition (Creasy, Rearick, Buriak, & Wright, 2009).  Being physically prepared is an 

important key to gaining that competitive edge, but training the brain is just as important.  For 

many athletes psychological barriers hinder their performance.   Coaches have the skills, 

knowledge, and experience to guide their athletes through the physical and technical preparation, 

but it is up to the athlete to take responsibility for their own mental skills development.  

Practice is a vital component in an athlete’s life.  Frey, Laguna, & Ravizza (2003) state 

that the athlete learns the necessary skills for the sport, and must rehearse these physical skills in 

order to improve performance in competition.  This is true no matter the sport.  Not only should 

mental skills be implemented during practice but during competition as well.  Getting the most 

out of practice and training sessions requires more effort than just showing up and participating.  

In order for athletes to perform to the best of their ability they need to be at practice both 

physically and mentally.  When there is anxiety during sport performance it can have an 

extremely negative effect on the athlete.   

As most any diving coach will tell you, diving is a very mentally challenging sport.  As a 

coach there is very little that you can do to support and help your diver improve in the form of 

physically helping them.  There are many drills and there is also equipment that has been 

developed to help a diver learn a new dive, but when it comes down to performing the dive, it is 

a challenge between the divers and their minds.  As an aspiring coach, I ask the following 

research question, “What are the effects of mental-skills training on collegiate divers’ 

performance and perception of success?”   
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Mental-skills training can be a difficult topic for the athletes to not only understand but 

also to be willing to participate in as well as take seriously.  Some people will look at mental 

training and think it is for “weak” people, and that they do not need it.  That is by no means the 

case.  Mental-skills training’s purpose is to assist athletes in developing better practice and 

competition techniques and preparation.  Every athlete is different; therefore, not every athlete 

will follow the same practice procedure or competition preparation.   

Being a national champion diver who had to endure many mental barriers throughout my 

career, the topic of mental-skills training is very interesting to me.  It is a topic that I would have 

liked to have known more about while still participating in diving; now it will be useful to me as 

a coach.  Research mental-skills training could also come into play while teaching in a classroom 

as well.  If researchers are able to help their students mentally work through their problems, 

whether it is in the classroom or out of the classroom, they are helping them become better 

learners.   

Mental-skills training is designed to work with people to improve their performance 

through cognitive strategies.  Mental-skills training can serve a number of purposes in preparing 

athletes for competition and improving the quality of their lives.  These include improving focus 

(Orlick & Partington, 1988), managing anxiety (Mamassis & Doganis, 2004), managing 

emotions (Lazarus, 2000), dealing with pressure (Beilock, Afremow, Rabe, & Carr, 2001), 

building confidence (Myers, Payment, & Feltz, 2004), communicating with coaches (Sullivan, 

1993), communicating with teammates (Yukelson, 1997), performing as well in competition as 

in practice (Frey, Laguna, & Ravizza, 2003), dealing with injury and rehabilitation (Wiese & 

Weiss, 1987), dealing with personal issues (Papacharisis, Goudas, Danish, & Theodorakis, 

2005), preventing burnout (Gould, Tuffey, Udry, & Loehr, 1996), and increasing the enjoyment 
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of sport participation (Scanlan, Stein, & Ravizza, 1989).  All of those strategies that are being 

taught during mental-skills training can be carried over into the classroom as well.  

 In conclusion I am going to research: “What is the impact of mental-skills training (MST) 

on collegiate level divers overall performance and perception of success?”  This research will 

allow coaches to determine if there is a benefit in incorporating mental-skills training into their 

workouts or if there is no real benefit to the athletes.  This is very important for coaches, because 

at the collegiate level they do not have a lot of spare practice time.  All of their time is valuable 

and coaches want to fill it with what will benefit their athletes the most.   

Literature Review 

Recently, the use of mental-skills training for competitive athletics has become 

widespread and therefore is now a large focus for increasing amounts of research literature (Bull, 

1991).  Sports psychologist Dr. Andrew Jacobs (1991) simply states, “Winning means doing 

your best, and the key to doing your best is correctly understanding your goals, strengths and 

weaknesses.  You can have two athletes of equal skill and physical make up but the one with the 

stronger mind will usually be the one who will come out on top.”  Recent studies indicate that 

collegiate athletic programs are employing sport psychology consultants (SPCs) to provide 

mental-skills training for their athletes and teams (Wrisberg, Loberg, Simpson, Withycombe, & 

Reed, 2010).  The following literature will examine mental-skills training and what it entails, the 

coach’s perspective on mental training and how it is implemented in workouts, the results of 

mental-skills training on the athlete in both practice and competition, self-confidence and three 

strategies or techniques that play a large role in that, and lastly the literature will review past 

studies involving mental-skills training with divers. 
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Mental-Skills Training 

 During the late 1970’s the interest with mental-skills training (MST) emerged in the 

United States (Vealey, 1988).  Mental-skills training was developed to help facilitate 

performance and create a positive approach to sport competition.  There are a number of 

difference mental-skills training programs out there.  Not all are the same, but they all deal with 

using the mind as a tool to help in sports participation.  Although athletes may be mentally 

healthy they still need to learn cognitive skills and strategies to cope with the various demands of 

sport competition (Vealey, 1988).  The emphasis of mental-skills training is that it focuses on the 

positive aspects of an athlete’s performance, abilities and preparation while enabling an athlete to 

gain more control over their performance.  Vealey (2007) stated that mental-skills training is the 

learning and implementation of traditional cognitive behavioral techniques “with the objective of 

assisting sports participants in the development of mental skills to achieve performance success 

and personal well-being” (p. 287).  The mental-skills training program is designed to develop 

one or more mental qualities for enhanced athletic performance and personal well-being.  As 

previously stated those qualities or strategies are improving focus, managing anxiety, managing 

emotions, dealing with pressure, building confidence, communicating with coaches, 

communicating with teammates, performing as well in competition as in practice, dealing with 

injury and rehabilitation, dealing with personal issues, improving skills for coping with stressful 

events, preventing burnout, and increasing the enjoyment of sport participation. 

 Zeng, Leung, and Liu (2008) discussed athletes’ “state anxiety”, and self and sport-

confidence.  They indicated that state anxiety is an immediate emotional state that is 

characterized by apprehensive, fear, tension, and an increase in physiological arousal.  On the 

other hand, they indicated that self-confidence is the feeling or belief in one’s own abilities 
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whereas sport-confidence is the perception of confidence in a sport-related achievement 

situation.  The Sport Competition Anxiety Test for Adults (SCAT-A) was used studies by Zeng 

et al. (2008); and Bull (1991) to determine the cognitive state anxiety, somatic state anxiety, and 

state self-confidence levels of participants.  A similar method was used in the Mamassis and 

Doganis (2004) study where they used the Competitive State Anxiety Inventory-2.  All three 

studies found mental-skills training to have a positive effect on performance.  

 Given the need for mental-skills training programs in sport, questions arise concerning 

the specific components to be incorporated and how these components should be sequenced and 

integrated.  Bull (1991) states that the development of mental-skills training on a regular, 

systematic basis is therefore important so that the program becomes a natural part of the athlete’s 

overall training regimen.  The purpose of Bull’s (1991) study, “Personal and Situational 

Influences on Adherence to Mental Skills Training,” was to investigate athlete adherence to 

mental-skills training in sports.  The study consisted of a group of 34 volunteer student athletes 

who responded to an invitation to participate in a mental-skills training program.  It was intended 

to identify personal and situational variables associated with adherence and employed a multi-

method experimental design using psychometric data as well as interview data to gain 

information relating to factors influencing adherence behavior.   The study consisted of eight one 

hour sessions that met twice a week for a four week period.  On the odd days they met as a whole 

group, and on the even days they met as small groups.  In general the literature shows that most 

mental-skills trainings were most successful after prolonged practice and application (Bull, 1991; 

Frey et al., 2003; Orlick & Partington, 1998).   
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 Problems with incorporating mental-skills training. 

Although most research shows that mental-skills training has been successful with athletes 

overall progression, there are some negatives as well.  First and foremost a problem any coach or 

sports psychologist will find, and have a difficult time changing, will be the athlete that is not 

serious about either their sport or the idea of mental-skills training.  Orlick and Partington (1988) 

conducted a study with 235 Canadian Olympic athletes to determine what if any mental links to 

excellence there were.  It stated how all of the best athletes interviewed were incredibly 

committed to their sport.  The following statement is from a highly successful Olympian 

canooer, 

Everything I do, whether it is weights, or running, or the normal training things, or the 

leisure activities I do, it is all geared toward how it’s going to affect my paddling. 

Everything is opportunity/cost.  If I go out to a movie instead of going hiking as my 

leisure activity, what is the cost of that?  If I go to the movies instead of a hike, does that 

help or hurt my paddling?  I’ve got to judge that.  I’ve always thought this way.  Ever 

since I saw John Wood win a silver medal, I wondered, does he dream all the time about 

being the best in the world?  I have always dreamed about doing that.  Maybe that’s 

different from other people. (Orlick & Partington, 1988, p. 110) 

Athletes at this level usually will have a strong focus and determination.  It is the less successful 

athletes who may lack in confidence and dedication that make it more difficult on the coach or 

sports psychologist to complete mental-skills training.    

 The top problem that coaches and athletes found to have with mental-skills training was 

the time commitment they would need to make.  Many of the studies discussed how the biggest 

issue or reason they did not incorporate mental-skills training was because they did not have the 
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time in their program to do so (Bull, 1991; Creasy et al., 2009; Wrisberg et al., 2010).  Creasy et 

al. (2009) answered the question, “Why do you feel that coaches in general do not spend enough 

time on developing mental skills?”  by stating, 100% of participants provided the same two 

reasons for not spending more time on developing mental skills.  The first was due to NCAA 

time restrictions and the second was due to a general lack of knowledge or comfort level in 

providing mental-skills training.  Gould, Hodge, Peterson, and Petlichkoff (1987) found that 

coaches are more receptive to incorporating mental-skills training when they have seen it to be 

successful.  Whether or not a team incorporates mental-skills training is decided upon by the 

coach.  

Coaches’ Perspectives on Mental-skills Training 

 In an effort to further clarify the divergence between the importance and implementation 

of mental-skills training, the coaches’ perspectives were looked at (Creasy et al., 2009; Gould et 

al., 1987; Vealey, 1988; and Wrisberg et al., 2010).  Gould et al. (1987) stated in his study that 

over 90% of the coaches surveyed felt that sport psychology (the implementation of mental-skills 

training) could assist them in their coaching.  That was backed up by the Wrisberg et al. (2010) 

study stating that 96.8% of coaches rated “favorable” as their interest in seeking mental-skills 

training for the purpose of enhancing performance compared with 79.8% for the purpose of 

dealing with personal issues. 

 A study by Papacharisis and Goudas (2005) was done about the effectiveness of teaching 

a life skills program in a sport context.  Papacharisis and Goudas (2005) acknowledged that 

although participation in sports may have the potential to enhance personal development, there is 

nothing about sport itself that is magical.  It was determined that it is not the mere participation 

in sport that enhances positive development but the individual’s experience in sport that may be 



MENTAL-SKILLS TRAINING EFFECT ON DIVERS  8 
 

 
 

the critical factor.  Although the majority of the studies show that coaches considered mental 

preparation to be an important contributor to successful athletic performance, still some coaches 

are not incorporating it. 

 Wrisberg et al. (2010) did a study on the National Collegiate Athletic Association 

(NCAA) of Division-I coaches and their willingness to encourage athletes to see a sport 

psychology consultant for the purpose of mental-skills training.  The study consisted of 815 

NCAA division-I coaches who completed an online questionnaire.  Wrisberg et al. (2010) found 

that only the coaches who indicated that they currently had a sport psychology consultant 

available at their institutions were willing to seek the assistance.  At the division-I level this is 

not as much of a problem as it is in division-II and division-III.  Division I schools are more 

likely to have a sport psychology consultant on staff than division-II and division-III schools are.   

Not only did the study reveal that coaches whose institutions did not have a sport psychology 

consultant were less willing to incorporate mental-skills training, but the coaches’ willingness to 

incorporate training was significantly dependent on their perceptions of the effectiveness of the 

sport psychology consultant.  Given the importance of head coaches to the work of sports 

psychology consultants, research has taken it a step further by looking at factors such as: (a) 

coaches’ willingness to encourage their athletes to see a sport psychology consultant, (b) support 

of possible roles for a sport psychology consultant at their university, and (c) athletes’ 

willingness to seek mental training services for a variety of purposes.   

 Similar to Wrisberg’s et al. (2010) findings Frey et al. (2003) also reported that mental 

skill use is not emphasized in practice as it is in competition.  Even though mental-skills training 

has many benefits, athletes are only using them minimally because they are not being practiced.  

It is possible that an athlete’s attitude toward mental skill use is partially dependent on the 
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coach’s view of practice and mental skills.  Players are not only playing for themselves but a 

number of athletes’ goals are to make their coaches happy.  A coach has a great amount of 

influence on their athlete.  Frey et al. (2003) states, “If a coach is consistently emphasizing the 

importance of competition over practice, the athlete may not realize the relationship between the 

two environments, or that the quality of practice has an effect on his or her performance in 

competition” (p. 123).  As previously stated, physical skills are not concomitant learning that 

occur during competition, but they must be learned and practiced (Bull, 1991).  Bull (1991) also 

states that positive effects of mental-skills training occur after prolonged practice and 

application.   

 Orlick and Partington (1988) discussed the importance of coaches working with their 

athletes on mental skills training.  They stated that “most of the athletes who performed to 

potential at the Olympic Games worked out programs, problems, and strategies together with 

their personal coach” (Orlick & Partington, 1988, p. 120).  When coaches individualize training 

programs and feedback based upon athlete’s personal needs they are creating an atmosphere of 

mutual trust, respect, and a genuine concern for the individual athlete.  This is an important 

advantage for helping athletes achieve their highest level of excellence.   

Athletes’ perspectives of Mental-Skills Training 

 Mental-skills training refers to the experience with an individual, such as a sport 

psychology consultant or coach, where mental skills were introduced or taught to the athlete.  It 

is commonly assumed that athletes would be more likely to use mental-skills if they were aware 

of their benefits and how to implement them into their training and performance (Barr & Hall, 

1992).  Bull’s (1991) study included a group of participants who volunteered for the study and a 

group of participants who did not volunteer for the study.  Out of the group that volunteered, 
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29.4% claimed they would have done more mental training had it been more individualized and 

23.5% identified the problem of time being an influence on mental training adherence.  From the 

findings of the non-volunteers, 11 athletes (61.1%) identified the problem of time constraints as 

being the most influential factor in their decision not to participate, two athletes perceived mental 

training as having no benefit, and one athlete stated to have “done mental training before.”   

Mental-Skills Use in Practice and Competition 

 Results lend support to the importance of mental skill use in practice and in competition 

as significant relationships were found between use of mental skills and perception of success in 

both environments (Frey et al., 2003).  Frey et al. (2003) study consisted of 199 NCAA Division-

I baseball or softball players.  The three major purposes of the study were to examine (a) 

athletes’ use of selected mental-skills in the practice and competition settings, (b) whether there 

is a significant difference in the use of these mental skills based on mental-skills training 

experience, and (c) whether there is a significant difference in athletes’ perceptions of success 

based on their level of mental skill use.    

Frey et al. (2003) states that, “research also exists that supports the relationship between 

quality practice and objective practice and objective indicators of success” (p.118).  In Frey et al. 

(2003) study they found that athletes may be demonstrating a greater mental-skills use during 

competition than in practice because they do not recognize the connection between practice and 

competition, and they believe that mental-skills can only be of use to them when they are 

competing.  To continue with the importance of these results, Frey et al. (2003) states, “Just as 

physical skills require time, patience, and practice, mental-skills require these demands as well” 

(p.122).  This becomes especially important when looking at athletes at the collegiate level 
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because their involvement in school and other extracurricular activities places an additional time 

constraint on their schedules.   

Self-Confidence  

 Self-confidence plays a large role in mental-skills training.  Confidence, as stated by 

Moore and Stevenson (1994) is a belief regarding the specific abilities necessary to execute the 

sport skill in the current situation.  The structural soundness of this skill is tested during sports 

competition.  Elko and Ostrow (1991) indicated that, “Sport psychology has held the study of 

anxiety as relates to performance as a major interest area since its inception” (p.236).  They also 

stated that athletes often participate in sports activities primarily to gain the approval of others 

such as teammates, friends, coaches, and parents; and that focusing on the validation of others 

can be detrimental to athletes (Elko & Ostrow, 1991).  According to Passer (1983), worrying 

about making mistakes and about evaluation appear to be one of the most potent factors in 

producing elevations in competitive stress.  To help improve athlete’s self-confidence three 

specific mental-skills going to be assessed are goal setting, self-talk, and mental visualization 

and imagery.   

 Goal Setting 

 “If you don’t know where you are going, it really doesn’t matter which road you take.” 

(Carroll, n.d.)  Ultimately goal setting can help in the pursuit of the final destination.  Goal 

setting is one of the most effective performance enhancement strategies in the behavioral 

sciences (Vidic & Burton, 2010).  Goal setting is an effective way to add direction, motivation 

and support to practices and competitions.  The best athletes have clear goals (Orlick & 

Partington, 1988).  Athletes should know what they want to accomplish each day, each workout, 



MENTAL-SKILLS TRAINING EFFECT ON DIVERS  12 
 

 
 

each sequence or interval.  The following statement was from a highly successful Olympian 

springboard diver, 

My coach wrote up every single one of my dives on a piece of paper, all the bad things 

about my dive and all the good things about my dive.  I read his corrections every day, 

before every workout.  I set a goal to change something on that piece of paper every day.  

Even if part of the dive was bad, I knew something was better. That’s why it wasn’t 

boring for me to do the same dive 100 times, because each time I looked at it in a 

different way.  One time I focused on my hands, then my head, my feet, et cetera.  For me 

the dive is good, but there’s always something to improve.  (Orlick & Partington, 1988, p. 

112) 

Goal setting helps athletes focus on the process more than the product as they develop as 

athletes.  Vidic and Burton (2010) used a quasi-experimental pretest/posttest design to assess 

intervention effectiveness.  Their study consisted of six collegiate female tennis players.  Both 

quantitative and qualitative methodologies were used to more broadly assess intervention 

effectiveness.  Several keys to success was emphasized by the players in the study; the 

investment of time that the coaches made in ensuring program success, and the individual 

attention provided fostered an atmosphere where the athletes were motivated to take ownership 

(Vidic & Burton, 2010).  It was also found that goal setting was not as simple as it appeared to 

be.  To be effective, coaches and athletes need to commit a significant amount of time to teach 

the skills, provide direction, and evaluate progress, in goal implementation (Vidic & Burton, 

2010).    

 Another important factor in goal setting is setting the ‘right’ kind of goals.  Effective goal 

setting entails setting long-term and short-term goals.  Long-term goals are typically one season 
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to numerous seasons down the road whereas short-term goals are set for shorter lengths of time 

than long-term goals, usually between two weeks and a month.  Focusing on specific process 

goals, athletes were prompted to focus on their own mastery rather than social comparison with 

their teammates, resulting in positive changes in team climate.  Overall Vidic and Burton (2010) 

study found goal setting to lead to many positive changes, not only in practice but competition as 

well.   

Self-Talk   

A mental activity that is almost unrecognized as a control process by the exercise 

sciences is ‘self-talk’ (Gibson & Foster, 2007).  Athletes may not be aware of their self-talk 

because it may occur without conscious knowledge of it occurring.  It is when athletes start to 

keep a diary of their thought processes that they notice this.  Gammage, Hardy, and Hall (2001) 

state that,  

Self-talk, as the name suggests, is best thought of as what you say to yourself. You may 

talk to yourself out loud or you may talk to yourself in your mind, so that only you can 

hear what you are saying…Self-talk may be associated with emotions (e.g., ‘psyching’ 

yourself up), staying focused (e.g., concentrating for the full duration of an exercise 

session), maintaining motivation (e.g., to keep pushing yourself to your max near the end 

of a tiring session), or for learning/improving exercise skills (e.g., correcting form) 

(Instrument section, para. 2).   

The Gammage et al. (2001) study consisted of 164 exercisers from a first year health sciences 

course, who participated in at least one activity for exercise purposes.  The study used a 

questionnaire that obtained demographic information on all of the participants and asked if the 

participants had ever used self-talk and if so to indicate their frequency of it on a 7-point Likert 
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scale.  The final section consisted of four open-ended questions; where they used self-talk, when 

they used self-talk, what they said to themselves, and why they used self-talk.  The study found 

that self-talk was most frequently used during exercise and that athletes use self-talk in both 

training and competition.  Self-talk was used mostly when the athletes were fatigued, during the 

hardest part of the exercise, and near the end of the exercise.  Most of the self-talk that was 

reported was used as phrases rather than sentences or single words.  Interestingly athletes 

reported using self-talk for motivational purposes, to maintain drive and effort, or for 

maintaining focus (Gibson & Foster, 2007).  The majority of the content of self-talk was 

described as neutral in the study.   

 J. Hardy, Hall, and L. Hardy (2005) have defined self-talk as a “…multidimensional 

phenomenon concerned with athletes’ verbalizations that are addressed to themselves, which can 

serve both instructional and motivational functions” (p. 905).   This study examined the effects 

of positive and negative self-talk.  The study consisted of 295 athletes that completed the Self-

Talk Use Questionnaire (STUQ), assessing the frequency of athletes’ use of sport related self-

talk.  The results of the study showed that most athlete self-talk was positive.  Positive self-talk 

was defined as personal encouragement, or a belief in the ability to succeed.  Negative self-talk 

was defined as self-critical internal dialogue, or a lack in belief in the ability to succeed.  Neutral 

self-talk was defined as neither positive nor negative.   

 The reason the above two studies may differ in their findings is because that in the first 

study the athletes provided examples of their self-talk, and in the later study athletes provided 

more detailed information regarding their self-talk, and self-categorized their self-talk as being 

positive, neutral, or negative.  In summary, self-talk is described as being used by most athletes 
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during exercise.  Furthermore, the majority of self-talk during exercise was described as being 

either ‘positive’ or ‘neutral’ (Gibson & Foster, 2007).   

 Mental visualization and imagery 

 There has been considerable anecdotal evidence that mental imagery is effective in 

improving performance of athletic skills (Ryan & Simons, 1982).  The article also stated how 

mental imagery is used by golfers to improve their game during the winter.  Jack Nicklaus 

(1976) stated, “I go to the movies in my head…First I ‘see’ the ball where I want it to 

finish…next I see the ball going there…finally I see myself making the kind of swing that will 

turn the first two images into reality.”  Mental visualization and imagery is used and can be used 

in any sport.  Another study was completed by Beilock et al. (2001) on Imagery on Golf Putting 

Performance that had similar findings as Ryan and Simons (1982).  The Beilock et al. (2001) 

study involved 126 novice golfers who were either assigned to a no-imagery control group or to 

one of six imagery type groups.  The results showed that the accuracy of the imagery group 

improved regardless of imagery frequency (Beilock et al., 2001).   

 Orlicks and Partington’s (1988) findings would back up Ryan and Simons (1982) 

statement as well stating that 99% of athletes in their sample reported using mental imagery as a 

preparation strategy.  Specifically the athletes stated that they preplanned systematic 

performance imagery at least once a day, four days week, for about twelve minutes each time.  

The article did mention a difference between male and female use of imagery in sport.  The 

article by Orlick and Partington (1988) stated  “the quality of mental imagery was related 

directly to performance…Specifically, if the athlete’s imagery is of high quality, that is, if he 

‘feels’ in imagery as he does when actually performing…then his imagery correlates with 
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successful Olympic performance.” (p. 125).  In contrast for females, neither the quantity nor 

quality of their imagery was related to their actual Olympic ranking (Orlick & Partington, 1988).   

 Athletes use imagery to prepare themselves to get what they want out of training, to 

perfect skills within the training sessions, to make technical corrections, to imagine themselves 

being successful in completion, and to see themselves achieving their ultimate goal.  An example 

of a highly successful Olympic diver who had very well developed imagery skills and used them 

daily stated, 

I did my dives in my head all the time.  At night, before going to sleep, I always did my 

dives.  Ten dives.  I started with a front dive, the first one that I had to do at the 

Olympics, and I did everything as if I was actually there.  I saw myself on the board with 

the same bathing suit.  Everything was the same.  I saw myself in the pool at the 

Olympics doing my dives.  If the dive was wrong, I went back and started over again.  It 

takes a good hour to do perfect imagery of all my dives, but for me it was better than a 

workout.  I felt like I was on the board.  Sometimes I would take the weekend off and do 

imagery five times a day.  I felt like I was on the board and I did each dive so many times 

in my mind. (Orlick & Partington, 1988, p.112) 

Mental imagery does not come easy though.  It takes practice and dedication.  Athletes still need 

to perfect this mental skill through persistent daily practice.  An Olympic level diver stated, “It 

took me a long time to control my images and perfect my imagery, maybe a year, doing it every 

day.” (Orlick & Partington, 1988, p.114) 

Mental-skills use in Diving 

 Little research has been conducted on the mental-skills use specifically in diving.  

Grouios (1992) did a study on the effect of mental practice on diving performance.  The study 
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consisted of 30 volunteer teenage female divers at the intermediate level.  The subjects were 

randomly assigned into three groups: physical practice group (PPG), mental practice group 

(MPG), and the control group (CG).  Before they were grouped the participants each had to 

perform 10 back dives that were scored to obtain baseline data.  The PPG were expected to 

perform a specific task 10 times per day for 21 consecutive days.  The MPG group was placed in 

a sound-proof darkened room and asked to imagine themselves performing the task 10 times per 

day for 21 consecutive days.  Lastly the participants of the control group were required to 

perform during the same amount of time assigned to the PPG and MPG (that is, approximately 

30 min per day for 21 consecutive days) a crossword puzzle task assumed to be neutral with 

regard to activity under investigation (Grouios, 1992).  The participants were then scored on their 

10 back dives again.  The results showed that mental-skills practice can positively affect diving 

performances.  Overall Grouios (1992) states that, “the functioning of memory mechanisms has 

been employed to explain how mental-skills practice enhances learning.  Memory for anything 

requires rehearsal to achieve ultimately long-term storage” (p. 65).  This study supports the use 

of mental-skills training in sports, specifically in diving. 

 In conclusion, mental-skills training is derived from a number of learned skills that must 

be continually practiced and refined for an athlete to perform to potential and on a consistent 

basis.  The findings from the research show support for mental-skills training on many different 

levels.  The majority of research described and portrayed mental-skills training as having a 

positive effect on athletes in sport.  Research did suggest that coaches could play a more 

meaningful role in helping athletes with their mental readiness for major events.  Overall 

empirical studies show mental-skills training to be an extremely important factor influencing an 

athlete’s performance.   
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Methodology 

In this section, the design of the methodology will be thoroughly explained.  The design 

of the methodology will include the participants, setting, methods, and limitations.  After 

performing the methodology in the study, I am hoping to be able to answer the research question, 

what is the impact of mental-skills training (MST) on collegiate level divers overall performance 

and perception of success? 

Participants 

The study was conducted with nine members of a Division III competitive diving team 

associated with a comprehensive state university located in the northeast.  The subject sample 

consisted of three males and six females.  One hundred percent of the participants were of the 

Caucasian background.  The age range of the participants was 18 to 22 years.  All of the 

participants were of healthy statuses as indicated by the required physical all athletes need to 

obtain before being allowed to participate in a sport.  For the study, athletes were required to 

participate in both practices and competitions.  Therefore, athletes who were “redshirting” the 

current season or who had injuries that prevented them from practicing or competing for longer 

than a month were not included in the sample.  The athletes that participated in the study 

responded to an invitation to participate in a mental-skills training program; via email.  Informed 

consent was obtained from all of the participants, and whether they choose to participate or not, 

had no impact on their standing or opportunities on the team. 

Setting 

 The research took place at the athletes Division III training facility, the University 

natatorium as well as an outdoor training facility down south.   Meetings for mental-skills 
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training took place after their scheduled practice times.  The study began at the start of the diving 

team’s winter training trip on January 1
st
, 2012.   

Measures 

 All nine participants completed each of the anxiety measures described below at the first 

meeting for the mental-skills training.  This was before their first competition of second 

semester.  The information gathered from the tests was used as baseline data.  The participants 

also completed the performance measure at the start of the mental-skills training session that was 

used as baseline data as well as their previous meet results.   

Anxiety. 

The American Psychological Association (APA) defines anxiety as “an emotion 

characterized by feelings of tension, worried thoughts and physical changes like increased blood 

pressure,” (2011).  This emotion is one of the most important emotions in human life (Lazarus, 

2000). 

Test of performance strategies (TOPS). 

 TOPS is a questionnaire that is a self-report instrument designed to measure specific 

mental skills used by athletes during practice and competition (Thomas et al., 1999).  It consists 

of eight subscales in the practice portion and eight in the competition portion.  Within each of the 

16 subscales, there are four items resulting in a total of 112 items.  The maximum score on each 

section (practice and competition of the TOPS is 160 (Frey et al., 2003).  A higher score 

indicates a greater use of mental-skills use.  This measure was administered to all study 

participants at the beginning and end of the mental-skills training program.  (see Appendix A) 
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Sport competition anxiety test (SCAT-A). 

 The SCAT-A is a self-report measure of competitive trait anxiety that has been widely 

used in sport psychology research.  The SCAT-A was administered before the mental-skills 

training began was used as baseline data; it was also administered at the end of the mental-skills 

training program.  (see Appendix B) 

Trait sport confidence inventory (TSCI). 

The TSCI was developed by Vealey (1986) as a measure of an individual’s belief in his 

or her ability to be successful in sport.  The inventory consists of 13 questions with responses 

made on a 9-point Likert scale ranging from low to high.  The TSCI was completed at the 

beginning and end of the training program.  (See Appendix C) 

Performance. 

Two performance measures were employed.  The actual performance results of scores 

recorded for each athlete during a meet, as well as a paper-and-pencil self-report questionnaire 

was used. 

Questionnaire A: the athlete’s perceptions of quality of performance.  

 This questionnaire was created and used in the Ebbeck and Weiss (1988) study.  It 

allowed the athlete to assess the quality of his or her performance by responding to a Likert-type 

format.  Ebbeck and Weiss (1988) stated that the questionnaire, “acknowledged that an athlete 

may achieve a personal best but report that the performance ‘just didn’t feel right,’ or just the 

reverse” (p. 17).   This way the main focus is on the quality of performance as perceived by the 

athlete.  (see Appendix D) 
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Design 

 Using the Mamassis and Doganis (2004) study as a guide the mental-skills training 

consisted of three different psychological skills: goal setting, positive thinking and self-talk, and 

finally imagery and visualization.  The study consisted of one 30-minute session every week for 

the group as a whole, the first one being an introductory session, emphasizing the importance of 

mental-skills in diving.  Each of the psychological skills outlined above were presented over a 

two week period covering a total of six weeks for the intervention program.  A typical session 

started off with written basic information for the mental-skill that was being taught, how it would 

help the athletes as well as how it could be implemented into practice and competition, 

questions, and finally implementation of the mental exercises for that session.  The content of 

each of the three mental-skills is outlined below.   

 Goal setting. 

The goal setting session started with the athletes reading a text emphasizing the 

importance of setting appropriate goals.  Then the athletes started to record their own 

performance goals for the upcoming six week period of the study.  Goals involved both the 

physical aspect (diving performance, e.g., improve my take off in my front approach dives; and 

breakouts, e.g., improve on the amount of time spent on the diving board), as well as the mental 

one (e.g., make less than two negative statements or gestures at the upcoming practice or meet).  

Each athlete created personalized goals based on need.  The athletes then recorded their goals in 

their journals, and at each session we discussed their goals and where they were at with reaching 

them.   
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Positive thinking and self-talk. 

 As stated in Mamassis and Doganis (2004) study, “In the ‘positive thinking and self-talk’ 

sessions, the athletes will be taught the importance of self-talk and its link to negative thoughts, 

negative emotions and low performance” (p.122).  Athletes first became aware of their negative 

thoughts, comments, or acts before, during and after practice.  To raise this awareness in the 

study athletes had to perform a vertical jump if they made a negative comment or gesture.  This 

requirement was not a form of punishment, but in order to help athletes become aware of their 

negativity.   

 Imagery and visualization.  

 Finally, during the imagery and visualization sessions, the athletes listened to an 

audiotape.  They  listened to Dr. Alan Goldberg’s (1989) audio tape “Using imagery to improve 

your diving” (tape 4 side 1).  After listening to the tape the athletes were to visualize themselves 

executing their techniques and dives perfectly, completing all their dives with confidence.  

Athletes were asked to take 10-15 minutes before every practice and competition to find a quiet 

spot where they could visualize their dives.   At the second session for imagery and visualization 

athletes discussed how their visualization was going and if they felt it was helping them or not.  

Lastly the athletes continued to practice relaxation with visualization throughout their practices 

and competitions. 

Limitations 

 This study was unique in that mental-skills training, specifically in regards with divers, 

has only a small amount of prior research.  This study was limited with the number of 

participants of only nine divers.  Along with there being a small amount of participants, the 

training sessions were fairly short as well, only lasting six weeks total.  Since the study consisted 
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of collegiate divers, a problem that arose during the study was finding a time where all of the 

participants could meet for the mental-skills training.  Athletes, including divers improve 

throughout the year.  To get the most accurate results I also looked at the athletes performances 

from the prior year to compare their growth.  The only problem with that was I did not have any 

previous results for one of the divers due to the fact they were a freshman and were not part of 

the team last year.  Also an athlete may have a bad meet or a bad dive that brought their final 

score down.  That would explain a significant drop in some of the charts.  Lastly, the study was 

conducted at a Division-III athletic school, meaning even though there may be more issues for 

divers at a more competitive division, athletes at this level are still competing at a high level 

under great amounts of pressure.   

Findings 

 The results revealed that the majority of divers under the study had an increase in each of 

the mental-skills as well as the anxiety measures and overall performance.  The skills looked at 

were goal setting, self-talk, and visualization.  The anxiety measures that were discussed and 

charted were athletes competition anxiety, sports confidence, and self perception of success.  

Lastly, results from their previous meets and previous years were recorded and charted.  

Individual diver results are located in Appendix F.   

Goal Setting 

 The mental-skills training session on goal setting was implemented with the intention of 

assisting the divers with creating and following through with goals.  The training sessions were 

intended to not only help the athletes create goals, but to create SMART goals.  SMART goals 

stand for Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Time-bound.  The goal setting results 

were then gathered from the Test of Performance Strategies questionnaire.  The questionnaire 
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used a five point Likert scale with a higher score meaning the greater use of the mental skill.  All 

but one diver had an increase in score for goal setting from the pre-test to the post-test.  Diver 

two and nine had an increase of 3%, diver one and five had an increase of 6%, diver seven had 

an increase of 9%, diver three and four had an increase of 14%, and diver six had an increase of 

17%.  Diver eight was the only diver without an increase, but they did not have a decrease in 

percentage either their percentage stayed the same.  All of the divers had journals that they could 

share their thoughts in, diver six wrote that one of their goals was to be more confident on their 

kick outs.  A direct quote from them in their journal was,  

During the meet today, I tried to be confident with my kick outs.  When I was doing my 

dives I did not think and just let what I practiced go into place.  This helped me with my 

other goals of getting my best scores on both boards.  (Diver Six, January 14
th

, 2012)  

 

Overall the obtained results show that the divers increased their goal setting scores by 8%.  The 

percentages that the athletes increased by seem small, but what needs to be remembered is that 

this study was completed in a six week time span with the goal setting section only consisting of 
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two of those six weeks.  After the goal setting training session I found out that the divers had a 

more positive attitude towards goal setting.  The athletes who used it on a daily basis were 

showing improvement not only in diving, but also their attitudes.  Orlick and Partington (1988) 

had revealed similar findings in their study.  They stated that, “The best athletes had clear daily 

goals.  They knew what they wanted to accomplish each day, each workout, each sequence or 

interval.  They were determined to accomplish these goals and focus fully on doing so” (p.111).   

Self-Talk 

 The mental-skills training session on self-talk consisted of a number of different items.  

Before training on positive self-talk the athletes needed to learn about negative self-talk and 

become aware of this during practice and competition.  Once the athletes were aware of their 

own negative self-talk they were taught to change it to a positive statement.  A few excerpts from 

some of the diver’s journals: 

In practice I rarely find that I am practicing positive self-talk.  If there is any self-talk at 

all the majority is negative but nothing horrible.  Otherwise I’m distracted by non-diving 

related topics, which I think is a positive because I’m not thinking negatively then.  Goal: 

add in positive self-talk. (Diver One, January 21
st
, 2012) 

The thing I learned the most has to do with how your thought patterns affect your 

performance.  You said not to be a bully to yourself and that made me recognize all of 

my negative thoughts.  Stopping those thoughts made me have a positive meet and 

practice even if something went wrong.  Tomorrow on 1m I’m going to try to be positive 

as much as I can.  (Diver four, February 10
th

, 2012) 

Statistics for the self-talk mental-skill was obtained from the Test of Performance Strategies 

questionnaire as well.  All of the divers had an increase in scores from the pre-test to the post- 



MENTAL-SKILLS TRAINING EFFECT ON DIVERS  26 
 

 
 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

ge
 

Diver 

Self-Talk 

Pre

Post

test.  Diver two and three increased 4%, diver five and six increased 6%, diver four increased 

10%, diver eight and nine increased 12%, diver seven increased 18%, and diver one increased 

24%.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An average increase of 11% overall was shown for the self-talk section of the mental-skills 

training.  This particular session of the mental-skills training seemed to be the most liked by the 

divers.  Every diver had an increase in score from their pre-test and most had good thoughts to 

share on the skill in their journals.   

Visualization 

 The visualization and imagery sessions had the greatest impact on the majority of the 

divers.  This section of the training was by far the most difficult to teach, and to learn as an 

athlete.  It required a lot of practice outside of the classroom and pool to learn to begin to master 

this skill.  Beilock et al. (2001) study stated that the occurrence of positive images demonstrated 

that the high-frequency positive imagery group (HFPI) was able to image the ball stopping on 

the target more so than the low-frequency positive imagery group (p.216).  Considering the self-
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talk section was taught before this which involved teaching the athletes to be aware of their 

negative thoughts and to replace them with positive thoughts it is fair to say that it was helpful 

when they were visualizing their dives as well.  The statistics for the visualization training 

session were also taken from the Test of Performance Strategies questionnaire as well.  All but 

two of the divers had an increase in average from the pre-test to the post-test.  Diver two was the 

only diver who had a decrease in average from the pre-test to the post-test.  Diver seven showed 

no change from the pre-test to the post-test.  The remaining divers all had an increase in average 

from the pre-test to the post-test with diver one increasing by 3%, diver eight and nine increasing 

by 14%, diver five increased by 23%, diver three increased by 31%, diver four increased by 

32%, and diver six showed the largest increase being 38%.

 

Overall the divers showed an average increase of 17% from their pre-test scores to their post-test 

scores.  This was the largest increase out of all three mental-skills.  Reasoning for that may be 

that it was the last skill taught allowing the athletes to incorporate the other skills along with the 

visualization skills they learned.   
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Competition Anxiety 

 The mental-skills training session consisted of three main skills that were taught; goal 

setting, self-talk, and visualization.  Along with improving on those three skills it was hoped that 

the training session would also have an effect on athletes’ competition anxiety.  To determine if 

the mental-skills training had an effect on the athletes they completed the Sport Competition 

Anxiety Test by J. Potgieter, 2009.  Six out of the nine divers showed that the training had a 

positive effect on their competition anxiety.  Diver one, eight, and nine had lower post-test scores 

than they did pre-test scores meaning their competition anxiety did not improve or it got worse 

throughout the six week period.  Diver two and four increased by 6%, diver six increased by 9%, 

diver five and seven increased by 12%, and diver three increased by 19%.  Overall the divers 

showed an average increase of 4%. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sports Confidence 

 Along with the improvement of the athletes competition anxiety sports confidence was 

also considered as a desirable outcome of the mental-skills training.  All but one diver showed 
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improvement.  The Trait sport confidence inventory that was used in Vealey’s (1986) was used 

to determine any change in divers’ confidence levels.  Diver two was the only diver who showed 

no improvement in sports confidence at the end of the training.  Diver four improved by 10%, 

diver one; three and five improved by 12%, diver two increased by 14%, diver nine by 16%, 

diver six increased by 28%, and diver seven showed the greatest increase by 32%.  Overall the 

divers increased by 14%.  The results showed that for the majority of divers the mental-skills 

training had a positive impact on their sports confidence.   

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Self-Perception 

 There are a number of ways an individual can evaluate a performance.  It was my hope 

that the mental-skills training would have an impact on the divers’ self-perceptions without 

looking to scores for an evaluation.  To determine if there was any significance of mental-skills 

training on the athletes self-perception, The Athlete’s Perceptions of Quality of Performance 

During Practice,  Frey, Laguna, and Ravizza (2003) was used.  Six out of the nine divers showed 

an increase in their self-perception since the start of the training.  Diver two and three increased 
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by 3%, diver four increased by 8%, diver one increased by 9%, diver seven increased by 14%, 

and diver eight increased by 15%.  Overall the divers as a group showed an increase of 4%.  This 

study was similar to Frey, Laguna, and Ravizza’s (2003) findings.  They found strong 

relationships between the athletes’ use of mental-skills and their perception of success.  Their 

study consisted of 199 athletes which can account for the more significant relationship that was 

discovered.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Performance 

 Performance is difficult to measure in diving.  There are a number of different factors that 

can affect an athlete’s performance, and with this study mental-skills training was implemented 

to hopefully help improve athletes’ performances by eliminating those factors.  To determine if 

the mental-skills training was significant to the athletes’ performances their scores were recorded 

from four of their meets before the mental-skills training started and then from four meets during 

mental-skills training.  All of the divers showed improvement after the mental-skills training was 
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implemented which is shown in appendix F.  Due to the fact that athletes improve over time and 

practice, it was not enough to just look at the divers results from four meets before mental-skills 

training and compare it to the four meets during and after mental-skills training.  To determine if 

the mental-skills training actual had an effect on the divers performance, the divers previous 

year’s results were charted.   

Not all of the divers had scores from previous years due to the fact that they may not have been 

on the team at the time.  All of the divers had an increase in their average score from before the 

mental-skills to after the mental-skills training.  Diver one increased her average meet score on 

one meter by 12.65 points, and on three meter by 49.25 points.  Diver two showed an increase of 

11.93 points each meet on the one meter board, where she increased by an average of 13.22 

points on the three meter board.  Again an increase was shown on the one meter board by diver 

two with an average of 29.01 points, and by 14.34 points on three meter.  Amazingly diver four 

improved by 40.73 points on one meter and 25.17 points on three meter.  As you can see not only 
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did the divers improve since the mental-skills training started but they showed drastic 

improvements.  Diver five increased on one meter by 21.42 points, and 32.53 points on three 

meter.  The lowest average increase of 10.34 points on one meter and 3.05 points on three meter 

was from diver six.  Diver seven increased by an average of 26.1 points on one meter, and 18.98 

points on three meter.  An increase of 37.2 points on one meter and 42.22 points on three meter 

was shown by diver eight.  Lastly diver nine had an average increase of 31.24 points on one 

meter and 31.85 points on three meter.  All of these increases were based off their average meet 

scores from before mental-skills training compared to their average meet scores after the mental-

skills training session.     

Discussion 

 Having been a diver for many years who struggled with mentally preparing for the sport, 

and then being a coach who had to deal with athletes with mental barriers, I was extremely 

interested in finding ways to help divers improve their performances.  Since coaches are the ones 

who create the practices and decide what their athletes need to work on, it was my goal to gather 

data that could show them the impact of mental-skills training on the success of divers.  As 

previously stated if coaches do not believe in mental-skills training or they do not have the time 

to implement the training, they will not use it.  However if a coach is able to see a positive 

outcome of mental-skills training they are more likely to incorporate it into their program.  

The main goal of this study was to explore the influence of mental-skills training on 

collegiate divers’ performance and perception of success.  The results of this study support the 

hypothesis that mental-skills training can positively affect diving performance as well as the 

diver’s perception of success.  As previously stated in the Grouios (1992) study, mental-skills 
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training allows the learner to gain cognitive-perceptual insights into the movement pattern, and 

the new insights result in reduced errors and improved performance.   

Response to Findings  

There were a number of items throughout the study that I found to be surprising.  To start 

I found it somewhat shocking that the majority of divers needed a lot of assistance with creating 

“smart” goals.  At first most of the divers had created goals such as, “break 500 points on eleven 

dives,” which is not a bad goal but it does not follow the “smart” goal setting form.  By the end 

of the two week goal setting session I had seen a huge improvement with the athletes’ abilities to 

set “smart” goals for themselves, and work to achieve them.  All of the athletes showed 

improvement during the goal setting session except for one, which allowed me to determine the 

goal setting session to be rather successful.  

Surprisingly, during the self-talk sessions most of the athletes did not realize that they 

had been using self-talk on a regular basis.  It was interesting to see a change in their practices 

once they realized they had negative self-talk happening and then they changed it to positive 

self-talk.  The coaches saw more smiles along with laughter from the divers.  Overall the 

atmosphere at practice became a little lighter which led to more productive practices.   

Lastly, when teaching the athletes to use visualization and imagery I did not expect so 

many of them to be completely unfamiliar with this.  It was interesting to see them practice this 

technique and use it during practice or competition when they were struggling.  Six out of the 

nine divers showed a significant increase with the visualization mental-skill.  This meaning that 

the athletes not only used visualization skills throughout practice and competition more, but that 

the use of visualization was found to be helpful to the divers.   
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Relationship to Literature 

 The purpose of this paper was to determine if mental-skills training has any effect on 

divers’ performances and perception of success.  Research reported coaches stating they had no 

time to include mental-skills training in their practices, but if shown that the training was 

successful with other divers, they would be more willing to include it in their program.   

 Results from the Frey et al. (2003) study lend support to the importance of mental-skill 

use in practice and in competition.  The athletes in the study were asked to not only practice the 

mental-skills whenever possible but more importantly they were reminded to do so during 

practice.  Diver number three stated in her journal that at big meets in order to calm herself down 

before a dive she would say, ‘Just like at practice.”  Self-confidence played a large role in the 

mental-skills training.  As previously stated in Passer (1983) study, worrying about making 

mistakes and about evaluation appear to be one of the most potent factors in producing 

elevations in competitive stress.  Many of the athletes in the study connected achieving their 

goals with being confident.  One athlete stated in her journal, “I was able to achieve part of my 

goal by making finals on three.  I did have my best scores on both boards.  These scores 

wouldn’t have happened if I didn’t have confidence or strong kick outs” (Diver six, 2012).  

“Confident” was a word that came up often in most of the divers’ journals and by the end of the 

training all but one diver had a significant increase in their level of confidence.    

   Goal setting was the first mental-skill that was worked on in the training sessions.  

Orlick and Partington (1988) stated that athletes should know what they want to accomplish each 

day, and each workout.  All of the athletes in the study created daily goals for their workouts and 
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meets, along with a long-term goal for their championship meet.  All but one diver accomplished 

their long-term goal.  This was astonishing to me. 

Looking at the results from the study it showed all of the divers improving upon their 

self-talk use.  This either indicates they did not use self-talk before the study then incorporated it, 

or most likely they changed their negative self-talk that they were using into positive self-talk.  

Hardy et al. (2005) found that in their study of 295 athletes that the most used self-talk was 

positive self-talk, which is safe to say was similar in this study. 

Last of all in the study the visualization technique showed large improvements in the 

majority of the athletes.  In the Orlick and Partington (1988) study they specifically stated that if 

their visualization was of high quality, then it correlates with a successful performance.  Diver 

four stated the success of mental-skills training the best, 

At SUNYACS I’ve been applying some of the mental techniques such as visualization 

and self-talk.  My visualization skills aren’t really that great, especially when it comes to 

entries, but I think it still helps me to focus on what I’m doing and what I need to do.  

The thing I’ve learned the most though has to do with how your thought patterns affect 

your performance.  You said not to be a bully to yourself and that made me recognize all 

of my negative thoughts.  Stopping those thoughts made me have a positive meet and 

practice even if something went wrong.  Tomorrow on 1M I’m going to try to be positive 

as much as I can.  My real goal for SUNYACS is to win 1M.  I told Leo, Jessica, and 

Bobby because you said it was important to tell people.  I didn’t want to say it in front of 

all the divers because I didn’t want to step on anyone’s toes.  I think if I’m positive and 

confident I can make it happen. (Diver four, 2012) 
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This particular diver had the meet of her life and won on the one meter by less than four points to 

the number one seeded diver.  This makes me firmly believe that the mental-skills training 

session had a positive effect on this individual diver.   

Limitations 

Although there were many positive aspects of the training session there were also a great 

deal of limitations on the study as well.  For goal setting, self-talk, and visualization the post-test 

results were higher for the most part.  Even though the results were higher for most of the 

athletes they might not show a significant change.  This could be for a number of reasons.  The 

first as stated in the limitations in the methodology section is that, the training session is 

particularly short with each skill only lasting two weeks.  During the training period the athletes 

had other things to worry about besides diving and mental-skills training.  The athletes were also 

taking a full load of classes while some held part time jobs on the side as well.  It is hard to 

determine how much time each athlete put into the training as well as how serious each athlete 

took it.  From the results and talking to the athletes, it is my belief that they all took it seriously 

and tried to practice the skills as much as they could.   

 As far as the competition anxiety, sports confidence, and self-perception section goes, 

this was not something the athletes were trained for.  What was being looked at was if the 

mental-skills training had an effect on their competition anxiety, sports-confidence and self-

perception.  Some of the athletes showed that their competition anxiety did not improve 

throughout the six week training period.  That could have been for a number of reasons.  The 

pre-test was taken after the athletes came back from Christmas break and while they were on 

their training trip.  One explanation for the lack of improvement could be that when they took 

their pre-test the athletes had just arrived to their spring training trip after having a break from 
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the pool.  The athletes completed the post-test the week after their final meet which happened to 

be their biggest meet of the season.     

Future Implications and Further Research 

 The information presented in this study will be helpful to both diving coaches and 

athletes.  Diving is a mentally challenging sport and any help coaches can get with assisting their 

divers physically and mentally is greatly appreciated. As a coach there is very little that you can 

do to support and help your diver improve in the form of physically helping them.  There are 

many drills and there is also equipment that has been developed to help a diver learn a new dive, 

but when it comes down to performing the dive, it is a challenge between the divers and their 

minds.  

 In the future if I was to do this study over I would have done some things differently.  I 

would have liked to have had a control group in the study to best determine if the mental-skills 

training had as significant an effect on the divers as it appeared.  That would of helped with the 

questioning of how much of the success what due to the mental-skills training and not just from 

expected achievement over time and practice.  Also along with that it would be my hope to 

involve more Division III schools into the study.  With a larger number of participants the results 

you obtain will be more reliable than those studies with a small amount of participants.   

 Overall I saw a significant impact on the divers after using this program and therefore 

others should continue to use and expand on the program as well.  The study I did looked at three 

mental-skills; goal setting, self-talk, and visualization.  If someone was to do another study 

similar to this with divers I would suggest using one skill to look at and teach.  This way you 

could go into depth more with the skill and you could directly relate their increase in 

performance to this particular mental-skill.  Also as stated earlier it would be beneficial to have a 
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control group in this experiment to get rid of the concern that readers would have for a possible 

reason in performance increase being time and practice only.  The study would also benefit if a 

team was able to have a trained sports psychologist run the training sessions.  Knowing that, that 

would be difficult for a lot of facilities it may be hard to find, but I feel like the results may be 

more accurate.  Lastly the number of participants as well as the length of the study should be 

increased by as many as possible.   

In conclusion, the findings of the present research show support for the positive effect of 

mental-skills training on divers’ performance and perception of success. The results also show 

the importance of mental-skill use in practice and competition as well.  The study was created to 

look at how the incorporation of mental-skills training into Division III divers’ practices and 

competition would affect their performance and perception of success.  It is my hope that with 

studies like this will help coaches to see that incorporating mental-skills into their training can be 

beneficial to their athletes.  Coaches have the skills, knowledge, and experience to guide their 

athletes through the physical and technical preparation, but it is up to the athlete to take 

responsibility for their own mental-skills use.  The athletes may not know how to do so without 

proper training which is where coaches need to become aware of the positive effects mental-

skills training can have on athletes.   

In any study it is your goal that you will conclude with positive results, and in this case 

that was what happened.  With the study not being very long or consisting of a large number of 

participants I was extremely happy to see that the divers still showed a positive result from the 

information learned throughout the training session.  The results may not have always been vast,  

but with all of the limitation involved in the study the results showed a significant increase in 

success after the training had occurred.  What was most exciting to see next to readings like one 
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mentioned earlier in the discussion about the divers enjoying and feeling like the training helped 

them, was that all of the athletes accomplished their goals set at the beginning of the study.  As a 

coach your goal is to see your athletes succeed, and to succeed does not always mean winning or 

scoring your best, but instead knowing that you did everything you could and therefore you did 

your best.  This study was beneficial for the athletes in it as well as for coaches to see.  Because 

in sports, time is a valuable factor, this study should allow coaches to see that mental-skills 

training can benefit their athletes and should be looked at for use for future coaching techniques.   
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Appendix D 

The Athlete’s Perceptions of Quality of Performance During Practice 

Instructions: Answer each of the following questions by placing a circle around one of the numbers.  

Your attitude concerning how you practiced is more important than the actual statistics from your 

practices.  When answering the questions, take into consideration your practices over the previous 

month.   

1. How did you physically feel during your practices over the last month? 

1  2  3  4  5 

       Very Poor       Not Good              O.K.           Good               Very Good 

2. How was the overall of your technique? 

1  2  3  4  5 

       Very Poor       Not Good              O.K.           Good               Very Good 

3. How was your concentration during your practices over the last month? 

1  2  3  4  5 

      Very Poor       Not Good              O.K.           Good               Very Good 

 

4. How would you describe the amount of effort you gave? 

1  2  3  4  5 

      Very Poor       Not Good              O.K.           Good               Very Good 

 

5. How would you describe your mental attitude? 

1  2  3  4  5 

      Very Poor       Not Good              O.K.           Good               Very Good 

 

6. How would you describe your level of confidence prior to performing in practice over the last 

month? 

1  2  3  4  5 

      Very Poor       Not Good              O.K.           Good               Very Good 

 

7. How did the way you performed in practice compare to the way you expected to perform in 

practice during the last month? 

1  2  3  4  5 

      Much Worse        Worse Than            As         Better Than         Much Better 

   Than Expected          Expected        Expected           Expected        Than Expected  

 

M. Frey, P. Laguna, and K. Ravizza, 2003              
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Appendix E 

 

Mental-skills training effect on divers Study Consent Form 

You are being asked to take part in a research study of the effects mental-skills training has on 

collegiate level divers’ overall performance and perception of success. I am asking you to take 

part because you are a member of the diving team at SUNY Fredonia. Please read this form 

carefully and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to take part in the study.  

What the study is about: The purpose of this study is to determine if mental-skills training has 

an effect on divers’ overall performance and perception of success. You must be currently on the 

practice and competition team to take part in this study.  

What I will ask you to do: If you agree to be in this study, you will complete anxiety surveys 

and questionnaires before your first competition second semester.  You will then complete a 

questionnaire on your perception of quality of performance after your first meet.   The surveys 

and questionnaires should take about 20 minutes to complete.  There will be one 30-minute 

session every week for the group as a whole, the first one being an introductory session, 

emphasizing the importance of mental-skills in diving.  Each of the psychological skills will be 

presented over a two week period covering a total of 6 weeks for the intervention program.  A 

typical session will start off with written basic information for the mental-skill that will be 

taught, how it will help you, the athletes, as well as how it can be implemented into practice and 

competition, questions, and finally implementation of the mental exercises of that session.    

Risks and benefits: 

I do not anticipate any risks to you participating in this study other than those encountered in 

day-to-day life. 

The benefits to you include, but are not limited to: improvement in your diving performance, 

more positive attitude at practice, knowledge on goal setting skills, etc.  Diving is a very 

mentally demanding sport and I hope to learn more ways to assist divers excel at their sport. 

Compensation: There will be no form of compensation for this particular study.  

Your answers will be confidential. The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of 

report I make public I will not include any information that will make it possible to identify you. 

Research records will be kept in a locked file; only the researchers will have access to the 

records.   

Taking part is voluntary: Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You may skip any 

questions that you do not want to answer. If you decide not to take part or to skip some of the 

questions, it will not affect your current or future relationship with Fredonia State University 

Swimming and Diving Team. If you decide to take part, you are free to withdraw at any time.  

 

If you have questions: The researcher conducting this study is Kelly Sponholz. Please ask any 

questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact Kelly Sponholz at 

Sponholz@fredonia.edu or at 716-208-6200 or Dr. Janeil Rey at Janeil.Rey@fredonia.edu.  If 

you have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a subject in this study, you may 

mailto:Janeil.Rey@fredonia.edu
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contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 716-673-3528 or contact Maggie Bryan-Peterson 

the Administrator and Director of Human Subjects.  

You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records. 

Statement of Consent: I have read the above information, and have received answers to any 

questions I asked. I consent to take part in the study.  

 

Your Signature ___________________________________ Date ________________________ 

 

Your Name (printed) ____________________________________________________________ 
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Meet # 1 Meet # 2 Meet # 3 Meet # 4 Meet # 5
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Pre-MST 190.85 193.55 199.1 180 192.3

Post-MST 210.35 182.16 207.95 214.75 247.7

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

Sc
o

re
 

Diver # 5- 1 Meter 

Pre-MST

Post-MST

Meet # 1 Meet # 2 Meet # 3 Meet # 4 Meet # 5

Pre-MST 165.85 170 190.95 200.1 200

Post-MST 201.75 199.57 209.95 240.7 237.6

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

Sc
o

re
 

Diver # 5- 3 Meter 

Pre-MST

Post-MST

  

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Goal Setting Self-Talk Visualization Competition
Anxiety

Sports
Confidence

Self Perception

Diver # 5 

Pre MST

Post MST



MENTAL-SKILLS TRAINING EFFECT ON DIVERS  60 
 

 
 

Meet # 1 Meet # 2 Meet # 3 Meet # 4 Meet # 5
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Meet # 1 Meet # 2 Meet # 3 Meet # 4 Meet # 5
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Post-MST 258.7 245.25 232.55 217.7 261.95
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Pre-MST 237.45 245.4 231.3 228 260.95

Post-MST 256.45 268.95 253.8 249.95 268.85
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Pre-MST 246 212.2 244.65 234.3 244.35

Post-MST 271.25 275.05 257.3 260.85 303.05
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Pre-MST 248.8 215.95 259.9 270.4 270.55

Post-MST 287.15 272.75 296.05 311.45 309.3
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Meet # 1 Meet # 2 Meet # 3 Meet # 4 Meet # 5

Pre-MST 185.55 170.6 220.4 220 225.55

Post-MST 249.65 255.35 224 223.9 225.4
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Pre-MST 170.15 185.8 234.5 235 253.63

Post-MST 242.2 245.5 240 212.7 297.95
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