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Dr. Andrew Jacobs, a sports psychology consultant for the U.S. Cycling Team, sometimes uses biofeedback equipment to
measure stress. frad Smith Assocines photo.

Although Pat McDonough was only 17
when he traveled Lo the 1979 Junior World
Championships in Argentina, he had al
ready been racing for six years.

And in the months before the Junior
Werdds, he tained cspecially hard, There
had been sacrifices  he flunked his high
school physical education ¢lass, for in-
stance, because he didn't have time (o al
tend - but somehow a win or a top placing
in a world champicnship would be worth
it.

Pat felt it would scitle a long-ago score
for his parents, t00. Once accomplished
athletes—his father was a foothall champ
and his mother, a swirnimer with Olympic
potential - each had been skiclined by in
puries before they achieved national recog-
nition.

So Pat was primed for his last msalch in
the sprint competition. A victory against his
Argentinian rival would have put him into
the top cight,

For the Arst two laps, Pat hekd back, jock
eying for position and wailing for the right
moment to make a move—as riders always
do in maltch sprints. But 2t the sound of the
final bell, he sprang o achion, pumping
furiously. He flew past the Angentinian. As
McDoaough rounded the corner, his oppo-
nenl came from behind and smashed into
his bike. Al impact, Pat later remembers,
"my front wheod waggled so much that |
knew the race was over. In a malter of sec

onds, 1 saw all the vears of efforl go down
the drain.”

“1 was fouled,” Pat protested to the Ar
gentinian official, but the official shook his
head.

Then something snapped inside Mc
Donough. His cooldown ride had been
amything but: as he rode around the track
he hecame more and more angry. He dis-
mounted anxd began screaming and arguing
with the official. And, as the Argentinian
audience whistled anxd booed, he gestured
obscenely at the crowd of 14,000. "I gave

“Wem the old arm. They knew what el

meant!”

Ironically, Coach Jim Gell is convinced,
the jury of appeals would have reversed (he
officials” deasion. Instead, for his display
McDonough was disqualified from the race
and from further participation. Alter making
a public apology to the crowd, he was Jaler
reinstaled and was able to ride in a points
race.

“Looking back, I'd have W say | was ready
to explode,” he admits now. Il voly there
had heen somehady to say, Ty listen, |
think you should s:uoﬁ by .nu.'sc{f or ‘Here,
take this box and kick te heck out of it, or
scream or cry, or do whatever you var 0
o, Because after [ did that, afier [ cussed
and eventhing else it was like I'd had about
2,000 pounds on nmy back and someonc
took 1t off. [ felt great.”

Well, maybe not great. “The Argentinian

ended up in eighth place,” he says wryly,
“and | was disqualified for using obscene
gestures. Which st goes to show you the
moral of the story: if you want to do well,
vou've not oaly got 1o get yoursell logether
plysacally, but mentally, as well.”

Mind Games

Fven the best-prepared rider can perform
badly in an event when faced with personal
or professional pressures,

“Why, I've scen the calmest cyclist you
can imagine practically get imto a hsthgit
right hefore a track ride,” points owt Leon-
ard “Harvey" Nitz. “The pressures are just
50 intense.”

On the other hand, it's also well known |
that atidetes who manase to haress their
mental energy can do cxceptionally well,
Take Nutz, for example, who confounds the
experts by perdorming relatively pocdy on
any kind of Laboeatory test, yet consistently
wins medals.

“I don't know what 1o make of iL," e says
thoughtfully. “I'm certainly not as powerful
as a rider like Steve Hegg, yet by the thind
fap, I'm going faster than anyone else on
the track. A Jot of my strength comes from
up here,” he says tapping his lomple.
lave 10 pump myselfl up mentally before
every ridde. I 1 had to rely on just the physi-
cal—forgel il."

Or consider Brenl Emery, the 1381 kilo-
meter champion. “In a sprind, | can pretty
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well dust Brent.” says McDonough. “And yet
Beenl can somehow rde the kilometer faster
than anybody else in the United States. and
all it comes down to is that he puts more
intn it, mentally and physically, than any-
one else, Brenl rdes 1o 100 percent of his
capability. whereas most people den't even
get near 80 or 90 percent.”

Fostering thal kind of molivation and
concentrabon in all potential Ohmpic con
tenders is what the Olvmpic Cycling Com-
mittee {O0C) would like to do. And so, with
seed money from e United States Olvmpic
Committee, they've contributed rescarch
funds not only to explore the mechanical
and physical aspects of the spord, but e
psychological demands as well,

“There comes a point in compedition,
when you've been riding a bike for len years
or 50, when you know a lot about the phys-
ical aspects of training, but you may not
know how to develop a mental edge,” ex
plains Dr. Andrew Jacobs. a sporls psychol
ogy consultant enlisted hy the OCC to work
with Olympic-caliber riders. While he has
done evaluative testing with about a hun-
dred riders  Juniors and Seniors, both men
and women—Jacobs has had occasion 1o
work closcly with about 20 racers, most of
them track rders.

He has worked particulardy hard in the
past year with cyclists who are likely Ol
pic candidates for the team pursuit, an event
i which two fouranan leams slarl on op
posing sides of the track and race 4,000
meters. Each team rides in tight, single file
a [cat requiring both physical strength and
intense concentration.

Winning Edge

“The mental aspecl is so imporlamt m
competition. You can have two riders with
exactly the same ftraining program and
comparable physical abilities, yet one will
succeed because of his mental attitnde,”
suys Jacobs,

Comvincing racers of that isn't always casy.
“Their first reaction is normally, "Look, I'm
not crazy—{ don't need to see a spors psy-
chologist.” But then they find 'm here to
help. The way | ook at performance, iU's a
result of what's going on in your personal
life and whal you're doing on an athletic
level,”™

To that end, Jacobs not only offers one
on-one counscling, bat also wses ypnosis
and muscle relaxation exercises to case pre-
performance jitters and help the cylist
concenirale fully on his event.

In the past year. he's seen sone dranalie
results. During the 1982 Sports Festval in
Indianapolis, for example, Harvey Nitz re-

cenved news of a tragie automobile accdent
in which his mother was killed and his fa
ther was critically injured. Nitz decided 1o
compele as planned, feeling that his par-
ents would have wanted it. He credits the
talks he had with Jacobs for helping ham
“pick up the pieces” and go on to victory
in the points race.

And Brent Emery, the former kilometer
champ who was stymied last year by inju-
ries, sugiests the sports psychologist gave
him a new perspective on his cycling ca-
reer. “When 1 lost the kilometer (because
of injury) at the Sports Festival, 1 felt very,
very down. [ went from being a national
champion 10 nething. Bul the spords psy
chologist convinced me thal when some
hing breaks 1 my body and | lenve no con
trol owver it, then | cant punish srvself,
Realizing thal helped me get back oa my
feet and train.”

As Jacobs points oul, a healthy compets
live altitude boils down to a malter of per-
spective.

“Many cyclists are perfectionists,” he savs,
“If they dont do well in a race, ey cul
themsehes down. And when they succeed,
they sull fault themseles. Top notclr ¢y
clists sumetimes dwell on their faws rather
than successes. Through sports psychol-
ogy, we try to turn things around so when
they come in fourth and fifth at the Workis
rather than saying, '"We blew it. We didnt
take first,' Uwey'll Uunk inslead, "Look how
far we've come.” "

Rapid Gains

Eastern Europran countries hanve been
examining the effects of concentration, mo-
tivation, and stress on the athlete since World
War Il. The powers of concentration of the
Soviet bloc athletes can be awesome. After 3
returning home from the 1982 World Cham-
pionships, Nitz complained that the East
CGermans were so emotionless they resem-
bled 1obots on their bikes. “That’s jus! a
way to ‘psych out’ your opponenl,” con- |
tends Bob Nidefler, author of The fnner Ath-
lete. “Boxers, for inslance, often play a |
psyching game with each other called "Who's '
Ugliest? Sonny Liston gave us perhaps the |
most farnous example of a cold, hand stare.
The idea behind the (East German) move
is to impress upon your opponent that you
have no lowe for him, that you are real mean,
and that if possible, you'll destroy him.”

By contrast with Castern European coun
tries, the U.S. is relatively new at sports psy-
chology. Howewer, increasingly sophisti-
caled tools of evaluation are being
developed. While Jacobs relies on biofeed-
back machines to measure muscle tension,
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he also uses a comprehensive wrilten eval
vation called the Test of Altentionzl and In-
terpersonal Style (TAIS), which determines
how compelilive a cyclist is; the depth and
breadth of his or her allention span; and
now the rider handles stress—all imponant
factors in compedition, especially when
winning or losing is a makler of seconds.

Already the written evaluation has yiekled
interesting  results for team  pursuilors.
Among other things, it showed that Joln
Beckman is casily distracted by crowds;
Harvey Nitz sometimes leels inlensely anx-
ious before a ride; and Dave Grylls and Brent
Emery need to work harder to develop a
sense of teanwork.

On Track

To Jaccbs, iU's all a matter of concentra-
tion. Take Beckman, for instance. He has a
narrow, internal focus of attention, mean
ing he does very well with small details such
as following his tcammale's wheel in the
pursuit. But he is easily distracted by the
noise and broad scope of a crowd.

“When 1 hear people screaming, -Faster,
fastes,” it takes my attention ofl the bike. 1
immediately think, ‘That's easy for you o

To help Beckman concenlrate solely on
the bike, Jacobs uses hypnosis, & coaunon
technique among sposts psychologists to
help athleies relax and concentrate. (“I's
not the hocus-pocus you see on televi-
sion,” Jacobs says emphakically, “We don't
pul athletes in a zombie-like stale and then
send them out on the field. Hypnosis is &
form of relaxation. In effect, we're teaching
allikeles how to relax thernselves.”)

The first step reguires Beckman to lie in
a quiet, comfortable setting and o concen-
trale on taking long, deep breaths.

Next, hell tighten and loosen the various
sets of muscles from his head to his feet,
one set at a time. This exercise physically
relaxes Beckman and helps him see what
arcas of his body may be holding the moslt
tension.

“Imagine voursell on & warm beach,” Ja-
cobs tells him. “You're feeling very comfort:
able and relaxed, There's a door nearby.
Walk through that door and out onato the
Irack.”

Ira this third phase, Beckman mealally re
hearses his ride, He sees himself perform
in the pursuit perfectly, riding smoathly and
steadily as he maintains a three 10 six inch
ap between hikes at speeds faster tan the
U.S. record, 33 mph. Fverything is blocked
out except the bikes, his teammates, and
the finish line.

After practicing this exercise for several

¢

months, Bedkman will be able to pul Jum

self into 2 relaxed state of concentration
without Jucobs' help. A single word or ges-
ture, called a “trigger mechanism,” will call
upon the months of psychological training.
He may tighten his grip on the handlebar or
slap his thigh—and suddenly he'll be back
on that mental beach, relaxed and ready to
go a perdect ride.

Sound farfetchied?

Among the pros already using seif-hyp-
nosis is Ray Wersching, a ficld goal kicker
for the San Francisco 49%rs, who is said
never to look up al the goalpost when pre
paring to kick. Instead, he lines up the ball
wills the hash marks on the field, taps the
quarterback's helmet as a “trigger” (o relax,
takes two steps back, and follows throudh
with the kick.

The riders themselves hope Amdy might
being oul the “winning edge.” “What it
comes down to is that spoets psychology
may gve us a litle odge” says Mc
Donough. “You want to get the besl egquip
menl, and you want {o gel the best out of
your training. And, well, you also want the
best from your mind.”

Overcoming Anxiety

Jacobs” first Lask is helping the cyclists
relax before they go 1o the starting line.

“Nervous’ isn't the word for how [ get,”
admils Nilz. “I've gone into National Cham-
pionships st shaking. My knees wobible
and [ have 10 run back and forth to the
restroom.”

“| used to feel homble anxiety before a
race,” agrees McDonough. “Sometines I'd
be really tense. All my muscles would
tighten. I'd feel queasy and nauseated.
Mentally, I'd be saving, You have to do gowd.”

To help the riders cope with pre event
anwicty, Jacobs first works on finding the
cause. "Some oyclists are afraid of failure,”
he says. “So 1 tell them faihuee is pant of a
learning experience. Everyone fails at some
point; the key is to take something positive
from it

"Pecple sometimes respond to pressure
by ‘freezing,’ " says Jacobs, who also works
as a consultant for the University of Kansas
track and fokd leans.

“Just two weeks agu, @ nner at a track
evenl came up 1o me and said e was too
scared 10 run, | worked on getting him
‘pumped up.' What you need to do is build
up their confdence, dwedl on the positive,
aiud 1l them to be strong and aggressive. |
say, ‘Look, you got here and you live every-
thing to gain and nothing to lose—go for #!
The worst thing thal will happen is thal you
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won'l do well. But that's not going to be
very different than if you dontrun." "

Some riders are more intense than others
about doing wedl. While John Bedanan says
casually, "If we win (an Ofympic) medal,
we win,” Brent Emery is already counting
down the days. “When Brenl reminds me
it’s only 500 days 1o the Olympics, 1want to
scream,” Beckman confesses. “That kind
of psyching up makes me nesvous. | do best
when I'm calm and relaxed —like when |
entered the national points race just for the
heck of it and won.

“On the other hand, at the Nationals, we
rode against 7-Eleven a leam thal's always
intimidated me—and | got so rattled 1 was
moving like molasses.” ;

Being too intense can backfire. “Perfec-
tionists are hard on themselves,” ohserves
Jacolys. “They have such high goals thal
they often envision themselves screwing up
on the track. With them, | do altentional
control training. Il have them write down
an eved in which they've completely
screwed up. Then I'll have them go through
il step by step and identify Uhwir mistakes.
From this, they can turn the situation around
and then ‘mentally rehearse” a ride in which
they do everything right.”

“The mind is pretty powerful," Mc-
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| Donough acknowledges. “T know thal | usu-

ally do well in the races which I've visual
ized winning beforehand. As a junior |
remember riding with LeMond and a bunch
of big guys, thinking "What am [ doing here?'
Bul I broke away with 20 miles to go and
won. All week, | had scen mvsell doing that.

"At the same Lime, | think the biggest thing
I've realized from talking with Andy and pust
growing up is that 1 had to learn how ot to
be afraid to lose. Fveryone used Lo say,
“Winning is where it's at'—and I'd get tense.
Now, | just do my best. Afer all, even Le

Mond loses.”

Teamworl;

But sometimes the team pursuitor’s anx-
iety doesnt stem from a fear of personal
failure, so much as a fear of lelting the whole
team down.

"When | have an off day, | do feel guilty,”
says Dave Grylls. “Three other people are
depending on you.”

Working with the team was a problem for
Crylls at the 1982 World Championships in
Leicester, England. Although cyclists rarely
point an accusing finger at each other (after
all, amyone can have a bad day), it's gener-
ally agreed that had a spors psychologist

been prescnt at the Worlds to help Grylls
work out his problems, the U.S. would have
fared much better in the pursuit. As it was,
the team, which was hoping for a medal, !
ended up in tenth place.

"I needed someone to talk 1o; it would
have helped a lot.” Grylls says laler. ] felt
screwed last year. 1didn know which events
I was going to ride, and the pressure was
on me to do well, | felt nervous and both
ered, and in the confusion, | fell like no-
body gave me any straight answers.”

Although he was planning to ride in hoth
the team and uxdividual pursuit, at the last
minute he was replaced in the individual by
Steve |legg. '

On the day of the leam pursuit, Grylls
went down Lo the track feeling disoriented
and irritable. And it showed in his riding.
“We all knew something was cating away al
him," says Beckman. “He rode so slowly."

“The problem with the team pursuil is
that 1l hurts everyone when vou have a bad
day,” laments McDonough, “The night be-
fure the race, 1 used the visualization tech-

- niques that Jacobs suggested and imagined

‘seeing’ the outcome of the race 10 or 12
different ways. Bul never in my wildest
dreams did [ foresce Dave Grylis having the
worst day of his life.”
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Grylls wasn't the only rider to react to the
pressure. “1 felt physically and mentally
drained al the Workis," says Nitz. “For the
first time in my nine-year career, | started to
feel pressure, It worries me because | think
il will be worse in the coming year.™

Since the Worlds, the pursustors agree a
sports psychologist is an absolute necessity
al eventls, Sometimes, for example, they need
help in working as a group.

“Team pursuit is a tough event because
basically everything else in cycling is an
individual event. it's real hard to take these
guys that you're competing against in every
other circumstance, and then have 1o work
together as a cohesive unil," points out
Grylls, whose rvalry with Nitz in the indi-
vidual pursuit has been reported by the press
for years.

“It i hard," admits Jacobs. “They have

o make their antagonism toward each other
work for them, They need Lo say, "Listen, 1
wanted W kick your butt in the last ride, but
now let’s get together and kick the other
team’s butt,'

Jacobs 1s working now to improve the
pursuitors’ spisit of teanmwork on and off
the track.

“One thing | learned from the TAIS is that
[ like to be in coatrol,” Grylls reveals. “And
| can be negative. In a team pursail training
camp, when somethig goes wrong, |l
mention it. 171 be the first to say, ‘The food
here stinks,” which isn goad for morale.”

“What Andy's done is shown us how to
be sensitive 10 each oller," agrees Brent
Emery. “| have a hearing problem, and when
pecple would say things and I didn't re
spond, they'd feel ignored. Now 1'm trying
to pay atlention.

“Sormetimes it's not just the strongest team
that wins, but the team that woeks hest to
gether.”

Qutside Pressures

For many riders, the problems don'l end
on the track, Racing is a 24-hour preaccu-
palion.

“Cycling is kind of a crazy spoet hecause
you're called upon to do many things and
you don't get a kot of money for it, and you're
living a gypsy life,” Ed Burke, USCF Sports
Medicine Coordinator, points out.

“Cychists Iead guite a different life,” sec-
onds Harvey Nitz. "You doa't have any lme
to relax. You also don' have any kind of
privacy.”

Then, too, because cycling has yet to a1

tract the maney found in many other more
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popular sporls, such as haseball and foot-
ball, some scrious riders are forced 1o live
al home on their parents’ income while they
lraain.

“At 22 or 23 years of age, thal can he
demeaning,” points out John Beckman,
who, until this year when he was spon-
sored by Muray Bicycles, had been forced
into that situation

"My parcnts are nice people, and they
understand what I'm doing. So if 1 hadn?
gotten 2 sponsor this year, they said they'd

FITNESS

lwelp. But there’s no way on earth | wanled
p \

to do that. I'm 23 and 1I'd vather not have to
borow money from my parents. | think this
i$ a problem all scrious cyclists suffer
through.”

Ironically, Jacobs feels the best way for
riders to deal with the cimotional and finan
cial pressures of cycling is to devote more
time to interesls oulside the sporl

“Elite athletes see sporls as a way of life,

he says. “They need a release - a hobby or |

something - that’s completely different. The
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head track coach at the University of Kan-
sas, for instance, paints in his spare time. :
if a cyclisl doesnt develop outside inter. /|
ests, he becomes single-minded. *

And here’s where drugs become a prob
lem. They become a release. So does alco-
hol. It gives people a high and an escape.”

"I guess the biggest thing I've talked over
with Andy was that 1 had no goals in my
private life,” agrees Pat McDonough. 1 think
thal’s why, a few years back. it was easy for
me to fall into drugs and a bad, bad fecling
about myself, It was as if il didn't matter
what happened to me as long as | achieved |
whal [ wanted to on my bike.

“One thing about cycling is that you usu-
ally get imolved in the sport al 2 young age
and you doa't really have the chance to drow
up as a person. But all that's changing. |
know that 1o be the best in a sporl, vou are
guing to sacrifice a lot, bul i still can't he
everything, This year, Andy and [ set a few
personal goals. ['want 1o get back into pho
lography and speed skate for fun, 111 also
o a lot more reading.

“Cyeling is important

but soam 1.7

Rising to the Top

Wilh the Olympic Games less than a wear
away, athletes are foeling the pressure. When
Dr. Jacobs visited the OTC in Colovado
Springs last January, so many elite riders
wanled to talk with him that his privale ses-
sions often ran past 2 ax

"Part of the pressure comes from know- ‘
mg you'll be reprosenting your country,” savs
Nitz.

“There’s definitely a big push coming,”
Beckman concurs, “especially with the
games being held in our country. [ ask imy-
self how T'll feel going up 1o that line in
front of a largely American audience and
trving lo do something that no American
pursuit team has cever done. Just thinking
about it gels mv heart rate up.”

“Thete’s no doubt being in the spothight
is a problem,” notes Jacobs. "You've gol to '
know you can' abways perform the way
people wanl you t0.”

Paradoxically, facing the fear of bosing
miakes it easier (o win.

“Right now, [ have terrifi¢ pressures on
mysell because 1had some problems in the
middle of last season,” says Grylls, *| feel
like 1 let some prople down.

“But having a bad period actually revital
ized me. Just talking wilh Andy has helped
me make a list and figure ot what's both-
ering me. and then attempt to solve it.”

Pat McDonough feels similarly. “This is
the year [ learned to handle the pressure 1
have within myself,” he savs. “And 1 think
now everything else—he problems, thie de-
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mands- will tlake care of itself ")
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