Introduction to 
Goal Setting for Sport
 
Athletes and coaches alike have dreams, ambitions and goals. All too often nothing comes of these creative ideas because the athlete, or coach, never establishes a realistic plan to turn these dreams and goals into reality.
 
Goal setting is just the tool to make dreams become reality. The process is not a difficult one but it does require considerably more effort than simply stating a goal has been set.
 
A goal by itself cannot accomplish anything. A goal used properly and acted upon with passion can serve as a motivational tool, a source of feedback on performance, a measuring stick for progress and a means of evaluation after the goal has been achieved or abandoned.
 
Much of the goal setting process seems like common sense, and indeed, much of goal setting is common sense. Unfortunately, the average individual never stops to think about goal setting in a common sense fashion.
 
The purpose of this book, Goal Setting for Sport: A Concise Guide for Coaches and Athletes, is to help athletic minded individuals engage successfully in the goal setting process, allowing for greater success in all of their athletic endeavors. Goal setting, like many behaviors learned in competitive athletics, is of use in all aspects of human activity. The ideas and skills presented in this short book are transferable by the reader to an endeavor the reader engages in.
 
For the reader who is not a basketball coach or player, please understand basketball is the sport I have spent most of my life playing and coaching. While I hope this book finds its way into the hands of athletes and coaches of many different sports, please bear with my use of basketball in the majority of the examples in the text of this book.
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Chapter One
 
Goal Setting – Making Dreams Reality
 
One of my favorite stories about children and sports involves a little boy playing baseball alone in the family yard. The boy talks out loud to himself, setting the stage. It is game seven of the World Series, bases are loaded with two outs and the little boy represents the go-ahead run.
 
He tosses the ball into the air and swings with all his might. The bat misses the ball and the little boy shouts, “strike one!” He picks up the ball and tosses it into the air again. The ball is too far for him to take a swing and he confidently declares the pitch a “ball!” The process continues until the batter reaches a full count.
 
The boy now plays the role of both batter and radio announcer and sets the stage for the pay-off pitch. As little boys are so fond of doing, he plays out the famous story of the Great Bambino, the Sultan of Swat, more commonly known as Babe Ruth,  “calling his shot” by pointing where he is going to hit the game winning home run
 
With the pressure of the entire series weighing down on the young batter’s shoulders, he tosses the ball into the air for the pay-off pitch. He swings and….misses, striking out to end the game. 
 
The boy looks around to see if anyone is paying attention and then leaps triumphantly in the air and once again plays the role of the radio announcer, shouting wildly, “what a pitcher, what a pitcher!”
 
Sports fantasies such as this are commonplace and part of the fun of sports. It also explains adult fantasy sports leagues where adults can live out the fantasy of being the owner, GM and coach of their own team.
 
When I practiced free throws as a basketball player, I always imagined different scenarios to make the repetitive task of free throw shooting more interesting. I won many a championship game at the foul line with no time remaining! It was all in my mind of course, but it certainly made practice more fun.
 
For some individuals these dreams become more than just a dream, they become reality. Players desiring to make their dreams of being a starter, playing their sport in college, the Olympics or turning pro, use goal setting to make the dream come true. The same is true for championship teams.
 
Unlike many skills taught to athletes by coaches of all sports, goal setting is a skill that will have direct and applicable lifelong use for every player, regardless of their vocation, hobbies or life ambitions. Turning dreams into reality takes work. Setting goals is a tool to be used in the process of making those dreams come true.
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Chapter Two
 
Types of Goals
 
What is a goal? Are there different types of goals? Does the type of goal set matter in helping the individual achieve the desired outcome? The answers to these questions are important and relevant to the individual or team achieving the desired outcome.
 
Defined simply, a goal is attaining a specific, defined level of skill or proficiency in a task or a desired specific outcome, usually within a specified amount of time. This definition provides a good general understanding of what a goal is, but it is hardly all encompassing in defining types of goals, the purpose of different types of goals and how these different types of goals aid in the process of achieving the desired outcome.
 
McClements (1982) further differentiated types of goals by defining subjective goals, general objective goals and specific objective goals. Examples of subjective goals would include making friends by being on a team, having fun playing a sport or learning how to be a good teammate.  General objective goals would include winning a tournament or a team championship or earning a roster spot on the varsity.  Specific objective goals are further refined and begin to define specific objectives. Examples would include improving free throw percentage, batting average or yards per carry.
 
Goals can be further defined as outcome goals and performance goals. Outcome goals are specific in nature to a single, defined outcome such as winning a specific game, tournament or championship. Performance goals are specific in nature as well but geared to specific performance behaviors such as improving individual and team performance against specific standards of excellence or improving on past performances such as a specific score for a gymnast, time for the mile run or team free throw percentage.
 
What type of goals are the most effective. Research indicates the type of goal plays a major role in motivation. Botterill (1977) found group goals to be more effective and difficult goals were more effective in improving or enhancing performance than easy goals. It was also found that explicit goals were more effective than broad general goals, the best combination of goals were difficult, specific group goals.
[image: image3.png]
Chapter Three
 
How Do Goals Influence Athletes?
 
Goals, if used correctly by athletes, are valuable tools in effectively shaping athlete’s skills, focus, attitude and a multitude of other behaviors critical to success in athletic competition. Goals help to shape athletes in four key areas: directing the athlete’s attention, focus and action to the most important elements of the task or skill, aiding the player in generating needed effort, extending or increasing persistence in performing a task and aiding athletes ability to focus on key mental strategies and tactics. Goals also provide athletes with a necessary sense of control and means of evaluation.
 
Goals directly influence an athlete’s behavior by bringing a clear focus and attention to the details of performing essential components of skills necessary for success. For example, a basketball player who struggles at the foul line has, with the help of the coach, identified the key flaw in shooting technique. In this example the flaw is shooting the ball with too little arc, producing a flat trajectory. Correcting this is a matter of holding a high follow through. The basketball player sets a goal of having a follow through with the elbow above the eyebrow for 95% of all free throw attempts in practice and games.
 
The goal set in this example brings sharp focus on the part of the basketball player on the critical flaw in technique that must be corrected for both the player and the team to have success.
 
Identifying and quantifying the amount of effort and work needed to successfully complete a task can be daunting when the sheer volume of effort required is determined. Carefully set goals can help an athlete overcome the disillusionment experienced when evaluating the effort required. 
 
A runner who has decided to train for a marathon might not pursue this objective after looking at the typical training plan to prepare for a marathon. A systematic approach using goals to guide the runner through each phase of the training makes the task less daunting. Success breeds a desire for more success and achieving the intermediary goals in progression provides the runner with a tangible measure of success and accomplishment.
 
It is understandable when faced with a difficult task that offers little hope of ever easing in difficulty that an athlete might give up. The offensive lineman who must block the relentless All State pass rusher is more likely to give his best effort every down if he has goals that aid in his understanding of why he must succeed in his blocking efforts. If the lineman’s team runs the spread offense and throws on a majority of downs, a high percentage of hurries, sacks or hits on the quarterback will dramatically lower the offensive efficiency of the lineman’s team. 
 
The coaching staff must clearly explain the negative impact of not protecting the quarterback adequately. This information should then be combined with goals for the lineman in terms of how many hurries, etc, are permissible and will still allow the offense to be productive. Performance goals measured in real, definable terms provide offensive lineman with a very specific motivator. 
 
The task is no longer defined in the daunting terms of going head-to-head with a dominating opponent. Instead the task is defined in measurable terms, allowing immediate feedback each play on the success or failure of the lineman’s blocking. To make the task even more encouraging to the lineman, the goals should be defined in positive instead of negative terms. Instead of limiting the great pass rusher to two sacks and five hurries, the goal of the lineman could include two pancakes or to block the pass rusher beyond the quarterback and out of the passing play 90% of the time.
 
Control might be the most important aspect of setting goals. So many variables are involved in athletics, regardless of the sport, that many athletes feel overwhelmed and powerless. Goals, when used appropriately and well defined, provide athletes with a sense of control, that the athlete can manage the many variables. Goals focus an athlete’s attention on single tasks or strategies. Moving through these in a sequential order, one goal, task or strategy at a time provides athletes with a manageable checklist. As the event progresses, the athlete works through the checklist. This provides the athletes with a sense of control by limiting the variables to be dealt with and at the same time provides a measurable sense of accomplishment as each item or variable is dealt with successfully.
 
Despite the best efforts and well-planned, appropriate goals, athletes will experience failure.  Goals provide a means to measure performance and evaluate causes of success and failure. Athletes will preserve if they learn from mistakes. For many athletes, learning how to overcome past failures is a powerful motivator. The evaluation process helps athletes and coaches determine what went wrong and the best method of correcting the mistake in order to enable future success.
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Chapter Four
 
Ten Guidelines for Goal Setting 
 
1) Set challenging but realistic goals
 
Competitive people like challenges. An easy achievement is nice, even necessary once in awhile. A steady diet of easy, non-challenging tasks leads to boredom, complacency and for many athletes, a loss of interest in the sport.
 
Dreams usually involve winning the “big game.” Goals help break the road to achieving the dream into manageable stages of a journey.  A goal needs to be challenging to make achieving the goal worthwhile and interesting, in order to maintain an individual’s interest. 	
 
Care must be taken to strike a balance between challenging and realistic goals. An unrealistic goal that cannot be obtained serves to discourage individuals and teams, raising the danger of introducing “learned helplessness.” This often leads to despair and in some instances leads to loss of interest in the activity.
A wide receiver wants to lower his 40 time from 4.9 seconds to 4.3 seconds. Given the limits of genetics, this is certainly a challenging goal but it is also an unrealistic one. 
 
Regardless of how hard the wide receiver works or how committed he is to sticking to his speed improvement and conditioning program, lowering his 40 time a full six tenths of a second is not physically possible. As the wide receiver continues to strive to meet the goal and begins to realize achieving the goal is impossible, discouragement will set in and in most instances the player will abandon the conditioning program as a futile exercise, regardless of any improvement in speed if the unrealistic goal cannot be achieved.
 
Setting a goal to lower the time from 4.9 seconds to 4.7 seconds is still a challenge. It is a realistic goal if the wide receiver is committed to following the plan set to achieve that goal. As the player works through the program and sees slow, but steady improvement towards the desired goal, the level of commitment to achieve the goal will not only remain steady, it will likely increase the closer the wide receiver comes to reaching the desired goal.
 
The key for this first guideline to be successful in the goal setting process is for the goal to be challenging, which makes achieving the goal worthwhile, yet realistic, making the goal one the athlete knows is achievable through hard work and commitment.
2) Goals must be specific and focused
 
Effective goals are as specific and tightly focused as possible. Becoming the greatest volleyball team of all time is certainly a dream and it can certainly be a goal. As stated it is not a particularly effective goal as it lacks the specificity required to make the goal both effective and a source of motivation for the athletes making up the team. The goal as defined is  too broad and lacks focus.
 
The goal becomes more effective when the specific tasks a great volleyball team must possess are included as individual goals for the players. The more specific each goal is, the greater the likelihood the players will be able to understand the need to reach each goal and what the benefit of achieving that goal is. Goals too broad in nature do not bring the focus needed to motivate the volleyball players.
 
Championship volleyball teams all share the common trait of having a great serving percentage. One volleyball team sets a goal of “having a great serving percentage
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