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	All of us at sometime in our life will encounter situations that cause us to experience some sort of emotional discomfort. For example, waiting for a loved one who was expected home three hours ago, or a gymnast chalking up, knowing that a clean routine would win the competition. It may surprise you to know however, that it is not necessarily the situation that we find ourselves in that is stressful. Rather it is our own interpretation of such such situations that will lead to feelings of anxiety, stress, tension and fear. 

For example, when waiting for a loved one who is three hours late home from work, one individual may be fraught with worry as they imagine all sorts of situations such as accidents, muggings or even abduction. Another individual however, may not be worried at all by the situation as they focus on positive outcomes like transport delays and the fact that their loved one is often late home from work. In the gymnast example, one gymnast may also be fraught with worry as they focus on the importance of the situation, the end result, consequences of failure and letting others down. In turn, this type of thinking is likely to increase physiological responses such as sweating palms, muscular tension, and heart rate. In such cases failure is the likely outcome. Another gymnast in the same situation may not be worried about the situation at all. He/she has a feeling of being in complete control over emotions, and thoughts of arousal. They are completely immersed in the task ahead and block out  distracting thoughts, generally feel highly self-confident, and feel physically and mentally relaxed. In such cases success is the likely outcome of performance. 

So how can a gymnast stay in control of such situations? Firstly, it is important that you identify situations that cause you to experience stress and anxiety. This may be more common than you think. Take for example a typical practice session. When you learn new moves, you cannot expect to master them straight away. A series of progressions might be worked through first. However, once a new move been learned, and even used in competition, it may still not be well learned (i.e. automatic). Sometimes the move is missed or even lost for a short period of time. The gymnast may then become frustrated as they suffer from 'All or none syndrome'. In such cases, even though many aspects of the move have been successfully performed, the end results was not as expected and the whole move is seen as a failure. Some gymnasts may not focus on the fact that they may have had a growth spurt, and that the move is not yet automatic (some moves take many years to perfect), but instead focus on images of failure and thoughts of never being a good gymnast. Such interpretations will undermine self confidence and increase levels of anxiety, tension and stress. There are many other examples of situations that can create stress, it is important that you identify them, and then you can deal with them appropriately. 

Stress is usually produced by crooked or negative thinking (a negative interpretation of the situation) and symptoms will vary from individual to individual. These symptoms can in the form of thinking of thinking the worst from a situation (i.e. catastrophising). When we are stressed, thoughts are typically focused on the worst possible outcome of the situation i.e. thinking you will never have what it takes to be a good gymnast, or focusing on injuring yourself. Another form of negative thinking is discounting the positive aspect out of every situation.
	 
	The 'all or nothing syndrome' is a classic example of this. Often when a gymnast makes mistakes on an individual skill or routine, they view the performance as a complete failure. Even though most of the skill or routine was technically spot-on, because the end result was not as desired, some gymnasts discount the positive aspects and only focus on failure i.e. "I fell again" or "I can't do this move, I will never be good enough". There may also be a certain amount of scare mongering or predicting future performances. Foe example, some gymnasts interpret the situation in such a negative way that they will predict the outcome as a failure before they even try, i.e. "There is no use trying to do this move, I will only hurt myself", or "I bet if I do it again, I will only fall off". Lastly (but by no means least) a gymnast who is getting stressed may start to take feedback personally and negatively. Feedback that is normally well received under normal circumstances is now taken personally and seen as an attack on the gymnasts ability. 

To deal with negative/crooked thinking more effectively, you need to become aware of what you think and its effects. Generally, what you think will lead to how you feel, which in turn will lead to a certain type of behaviour. For example, there are times when you think that you will never be a good gymnast (negative thinking); this may lead you to feel less confident about your abilities (bad feelings); which may prevent you from doing skills that you are perfectly capable of (avoidance behaviour). To straighten out negative/crooked thinking you should realise that there is more than one way to view a situation. For example, whilst practicing a skill you fail 2 out of 5 times, some gymnasts may think "I can't believe I failed twice", another way to look at is "well I caught it 3 times, next time I will go for 4". Sometimes it is too easy to focus on the negative side of the situation while discarding the positive side. Social support is another effective coping tool.

There are countless gymnasts and coaches who have been through tough times too, asking how they coped in similar situations may help you through some tough times. Finally tackle negative thoughts and beliefs, don't just accept the first thought that comes into your head. A lot of the time we don't monitor what we think. Ask yourself how much is negative, is it 50%/50% or is 80% negative and 20% positive. They keep step to dealing with negative/crooked thinking you actually do, keep things in perspective, don't give in to irrational thoughts and behaviours, and look at the positive aspects of the situation and build on those. If you can recognise situations where you get stressed, and you can start to deal effectively with them, then you are well on your way to becoming a mentally tough gymnast. 

 


