
 

 

 

 

 

Seven Tips to Maintain Your Focus during the “Big Game” 

Alan Tyson PT, ATC 

“You have the ability to control your inner response to calm yourself down under 

competitive pressure” Dr. Alan Goldberg 

The BIGGEST secret to you playing your best when it counts the most is learning how to keep 
yourself calm and composed. If you allow yourself to get too nervous or too excited right before 
or during a competition, then your muscles will tighten up, you’ll lose your confidence and your 
play will go right down the tubes! This is what it means to CHOKE! The athlete gets so nervous 
that he/she ends up performing tight and tentatively — a mere shadow of his or her normal self!  

  
Runaway, pre-game nervousness can come from a lot of different sources: how good your 
opponents are; how big and aggressive they are; how important a competition is; how big the 
crowd is (and who in it is watching you); whether you’ll play well today and win; how “excited” 
your coach may get; how much playing time you’ll get; the court, field or arena you’re playing in 
— the list goes on and on.  
 
While there are many things about your competitions that can potentially make you nervous, the 
true cause of your performance-disrupting nervousness isn’t any of the things that I’ve just 
mentioned above. The real cause of your out-of-control nerves is you! That’s 
right! YOU make YOURSELF nervous!  
 
It’s not what’s happening around or outside of you that makes you nervous. It’s what’s 
happening INSIDE that is the real cause of stress!  It’s not the size, skill level or reputation of 
your opponents that makes you nervous. It’s what you say to yourself about them in the days, 
hours and minutes leading up to the game, match or race that’s the real culprit in sending your 
heart rate and blood pressure through the roof! Nervousness is always caused by our inner 
response to the things that are going on outside of us. But here’s the good news about that: 
If YOU make yourself nervous, then YOU have the ability to change your inner response to calm 
yourself down under competitive pressure.   
 
Here are seven tips to help you stay calm during your competition and play to your fullest 
potential. Remember, playing your best when it counts the most is all about being loose 
right before and during your competitions.     
 
#1. Keep Your Concentration in the “NOW” 
When athletes allow their focus of concentration to jump ahead to the future, or drift back to the 
past, the result is always an increase in their nervousness. If you want to stay cool and calm in 
the clutch, then you have to train yourself to keep your focus in the NOW — especially during 
your games, matches or races! This means that leading up to the performance, you don’t want to 
think about and focus on the upcoming competition and its importance. If you want to play 
loose and relaxed, you must learn to keep your concentration in the now. When you’re in the 
action, you want to focus on one present-moment play at a time. 
 
#2. Recognize When Your Focus Time Travels and Bring it Back 
It’s very easy to understand that you need to focus in the now, but much harder to 
consistently do it! The way that you stay in the now is by immediately becoming aware whenever 
your focus drifts back to the past or ahead to the future, then quickly return your concentration 
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to the now. Losing your focus won’t make you nervous. What will make you nervous is losing 
your focus and not bringing it back right away! It’s the break in concentration that you don’t 
immediately catch that will drive your stress level through the roof and sabotage your play. 
 
#3. Keep Your Focus on You and Your Job 
Allowing your focus to drift to anyone or anything other than you, (i.e. your opponents, who’s 
watching, who might be disappointed in you, how well your teammates may be playing, what the 
coach is thinking, etc.) will quickly make you feel nervous. Staying focused on you and your job 
will keep you calm and confident. This also means that whenever you perform, you want to 
make sure that you DON’T COMPARE YOURSELF WITH OTHERS! Comparison will always 
make you too nervous to play at your best. 

  
#4. Have Fun 
Performing your best under pressure means that you have to be having fun. Fun is the secret 
ingredient to staying calm and doing your best when the heat of competition is turned up high. 
If you make a game, match or race too important, if you put too much pressure on yourself, if 
you get too serious, then you’ll start getting nervous and your game will do a major disappearing 
act. When fun goes, so too will all of your game skills. If you really want to perform well, then 
you have to get into the game, enjoy the tournament, embrace the challenge from a tough 
opponent, have fun with your friends before, during and after the game!  
 
#5. Leave Your Goals at Home 
One of the biggest tension-inducing mental mistakes that you can make as an athlete is to take 
your goals with you into the competition. For example, you think, “I want to go 3 for 4,” “pitch a 
shut-out,” “win this tournament,” “score a goal,” “break two minutes,” or “prove to the coaches 
that I’m good.” Focusing on such outcome goals will make you too nervous to play well and, 
ironically, cause you never to reach them. Instead, leave your goals at home and keep your focus 
in the action, on “this” play, shot, pitch or move, one moment at a time!  
 
#6. Keep Your Mind Distracted Before and After Games 
Thinking gets most athletes into trouble and makes them nervous. While you can’t really stop 
yourself from thinking, you can purposely distract yourself from it. So, in the days and minutes 
leading up to a big performance or tournament, keep busy. Do not allow yourself a lot of free 
time to think. Focus on your homework, read a book, watch a movie, listen to music, get 
involved in non-sports related conversations with friends and do things to keep yourself busy 
and distracted. “Changing the channel” in this way will help you stay calm and composed in the 
days and hours leading up to your BIG performances. 
 
#7. Keep Your Focus on Concentration Away From the “Uncontrollables” 
There are a lot of things that happen in your sport that you do not have direct control over. Any 
time an athlete focuses on an “uncontrollable” they will get really nervous, lose their confidence 
and play badly. So make a list of all of the things about this upcoming competition that you can’t 
directly control. For example, the officiating; the crowd; coaching decisions, (i.e. playing time); 
the future, such as the outcome of the game, how well you'll play, winning or losing; how you are 
feeling that day; other people's expectations; etc., and post the list in a highly visible place in 
your room. Keep in mind that these “uncontrollable” are mental traps. They are lying in wait for 
you and every other athlete in that competition. The only way to avoid a trap is to know that it is 
there! If you find yourself thinking about or focusing on one of these “uncontrollables”, quickly 
return your concentration to something in the now that you can control.  

Practice these seven tips each day and you will find yourself calmer and more focused during 
games.   Mastering these tips will allow you to play to your fullest potential. 

 

**Remember to 

1. Always plan ahead for what you are going to eat 

2. Obtain adequate amounts of protein 
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3. Work on Flexibility 

4. Supplement your diet with a fish oil and multi-vitamin 

Let me know if I can help.  Email me at architechsports@gmail.com 

God Bless, 

Alan Tyson 

Physical Therapist, Athletic Trainer, Certified Strength and Conditioning 
Specialist 
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