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  INTRODUCTION


  Not too long ago, I had a telephone conversation with 1990 Cy Young Award winner, Bob Welch. Bobby, who had been a devoted reader of The Mental Game of Baseball, ended our chat by saying. “You know, you ought to write a book just on the mental game of pitching. Pitching is what the game’s all about. Pitching IS the game. You know that.”


  Well, yes, I do believe that—and, lo and behold, I found myself following his advice and writing that book. This book.


  In The Mental Game of Baseball, Karl Kuehl and I attempted to help athletes, coaches, and fans understand the mental inhibitors to performance and to offer strategies for getting rid of those inhibitors—allowing the athlete’s talent to fully express itself. Easier said than done. We knew that. The responsibility for application was, is, and always will be the athlete’s—entirely.


  The Mental Game of Baseball is a fully developed presentation, with lengthy chapters on responsibility, dedication, mental discipline, and the like.


  The Mental ABCs of Pitching is a handbook, so to speak, a more succinct A-to-Z reference guide to the problems every pitcher can face before, during, and after competition—and strategies for solving these problems. The book is meant to be a companion to The Mental Game of Baseball, not a replacement. Naturally, it is specific to pitching. The book is an alphabetical compendium of my 15 years of experience as a mental skills instructor/counselor with the Oakland A’s, the Florida Marlins, and the Tampa Bay Devil Rays.


  The book is not all-inclusive for two reasons. First, I did not think it necessary to discuss everything I know about pitching. Second, I do not know everything there is to know about pitching.


  The topics listed are the ones that most frequently (always?) come up when talking with a player about his pitching. I would wish the book to be comprehensive, but I realize there will be some topics not treated, either by choice or by inadvertent omission. Most listings are clearly interrelated; sometimes they seem—and may well be—synonymous. I would hope to spare the reader tedious repetitions. Yet, the interrelatedness should illustrate and emphasize the fact that effective pitching in competition results from the applications of a very basic core of mental principles. Pitching is not just the activity of physically throwing a ball. On the other hand, it isn’t, and shouldn’t be, complicated; people are complicated; baseball is not. This book speaks to that complexity and simplicity.


  Some entries are quite brief, either because the topic needs no elaboration on the obvious, or because the topic overlaps with another entry in the book. Others, of course, require more expansive treatment.


  These ABCs address the ways pitchers can inhibit and limit their effectiveness. More importantly, they reveal how these same pitchers, when allowing themselves to apply the appropriate mental skills to the simplicity of the game, can improve themselves and enhance their performance considerably.


  The greatest percentage of my time has been spent working with pitchers. They are, after all, the sinecure on the baseball field, on an elevated stage of dirt, an island in a sea of grass (or turf); the only offensive player on the defensive field. Action begins when the pitcher delivers the ball. He is proactive; the hitter reactive. At least, that’s the way it SHOULD be. All too often, however, the pitcher forfeits that edge.


  This “handbook” is meant to help the pitcher recognize, develop, and maintain the advantage that is built into the game for him. It is, in the end, the pitcher’s responsibility to integrate these strategies and philosophies with behavior. Actions, we all know, speak louder than words. At the end of each entry is a most important section: “WHAT THE PITCHER SHOULD DO.” These are the mental and physical keys that will allow and encourage appropriate actions to “speak” for the pitcher. They are mainly mental activities, of course, that lead to the penultimate physical one of executing the next pitch.


  It might be useful to the reader to glance at the complete Table of Contents before beginning the book. This will allow for familiarity with terms being used in the “SHOULD DO” sections. Helpful cross-references will then be made with greater ease.


  I hope readers, Bob Welch included, find these references and entries interesting and instructive.


  —H.A. Dorfman


  



  “I may not hope from outward forms to win The passion and life, whose fountains are within.”


  —Samuel Coleridge


  “I have snatched my share of joys from the grudging hand of fate as I have jogged along, but never has life held for me anything quite so entrancing as baseball.”


  —Clarence Darrow


  “A well-executed pitch is one of the most graphic images in sports…a joy to see. But it is more rewarding to be able to perform such artistry.”


  —Tom Seaver


  [image: image]


  ∎ ADJUSTMENTS


  It seems appropriate that the first entry in this alphabetical book is ADJUSTMENTS, since conventional wisdom tells us that “baseball is a game of adjustments.”


  To make an adjustment is to make a change, an adaptation. In the context of the baseball definition, it presumes a thoughtful, rational assessment of A) what the pitcher was trying to do, B) what went wrong, C) what he must do to fix it.


  A key word here is “rational.” Too often, when something goes wrong for a pitcher, he reacts emotionally, not thoughtfully. I've witnessed a range of emotional reactions on pitching mounds—from temper tantrums to submission and surrender. No poise, no rationality—no adjustment.


  An immediate and very brief emotional reaction is acceptable, on the condition that it purges the pitcher of his unhappiness and frustration, and it's an internal reaction (not observable by opponents and/or team-mates). Only then is it possible for the pitcher to make an adjustment and get back to the business at hand—the next pitch.


  Making adjustments in the dugout after an inning is better than making no adjustment at all. Making an adjustment before the next hitter is better still. Making an adjustment before the pitch is best.


  To think a pitcher will never make a mistake is unrealistic. Kevin Brown was a self-proclaimed perfectionist, but he came to realize that he had never met a perfect pitcher (or person, for that matter). He conceded he was not going to be the first one in the world. By making the necessary adjustments, Kevin learned to light a candle, instead of cursing the darkness.


  What the Pitcher Should Do ...


  ∎ Be rational, rather than emotional.


  ∎ Step off the mound and gather himself and his thoughts.


  ∎ Think of what to do, rather than what is happening “to him.”


  ∎ Know what he had been trying to do, what went wrong, and what adjustment he wants to make.


  ∎ Bring his thoughts to the next pitch.


  ∎ Get back on the rubber for pitch selection and location.


  ∎ Focus on the target.


  ∎ Exhale deeply.


  ∎ Be aggressive and under control—and attack the strike zone.


  ∎ ADVERSITY


  Adversity is, at the same time, a formidable test and a stem teacher. The confrontation with difficulty, problems, or failure introduces people to themselves. Henry Fielding wrote that “adversity is the trial of principle. Without it a man hardly knows whether he is honest or not.” Whether he can pass the test and learn from the experience.


  During the course of my daily talks with the team before stretching each spring training, I’ve invariably included the reminder, “If you want to know who I am, watch me when things aren’t going my way.” That’s an indicator I always use when observing others, when observing pitchers during competition. Unfortunately, many fail the test.


  Lucretius wrote, “Look at the man in the midst of doubt and danger...It is then that true utterances are wrung from [his] recesses... The mask is torn off; the reality remains.”


  Here’s a recurring reality: A pitcher is sailing along with a two-run lead going into the sixth inning. He gets into some trouble; the score becomes tied. He’s scuffling. He “needs an out.” Two men on, two out. He makes a pitch and gets a groundball to short. The shortstop boots it.


  I cannot count how many times I’ve seen the pitcher come unglued in this circumstance, or one similar to it. His responses to an adverse situation—the disappointment that comes from thinking he had closed out the inning, only to have an error committed behind him—takes him out of his game, away from his approach, into a fog of frustration or anger or selfpity. If I had a dollar for every pitcher who failed to finish that inning, I’d have a wallet thicker than this book.


  The pitcher’s behavior was revealing and unacceptable. His ego took over. His thoughts centered on himself—on what was happening to him—instead of on the situation and what he could make happen to improve or remedy it. Circumstance controlled him and he took on a victim’s mentality, giving himself no chance to “get the job done.” Typically—my wallet gets fatter—the pitcher would invoke, “Here we go again,” instead of, “Here I go.” Therein is the difference between being the hunter and being the prey.


  Some of the indicators I’ve witnessed at such times were: immediate drop of velocity, over-throwing, terrible body language, complete loss of interest and energy—quitting. Courage and discipline were not in evidence.


  It should be mentioned here that all of us, at one time or another, meet with adversity away from the field, as well. The serious illness of a family member, for example, can be a terrible burden and distraction. At the ballpark my advice to players in such cases has been simple and direct. First, it must be determined whether the player should be elsewhere. Is there something he can do to remedy the situation or solve the problem? If so, then I encourage him to stop agonizing about what to do and fulfill his responsibility. Do what needs to be done.


  If there is nothing that can be done—no immediate control the player can exert over the adverse circumstance to improve it—I try to help that player concentrate on what he should be doing at the field. That is, functioning professionally and effectively during a complicated time. Easy to say, hard to do. How many times will the reader see these words on these pages? If he had a dollar for every time...


  A pitcher may feel ill himself—or tired—before and during competition. The best competitors pitch effectively even when they are not at their physical best. Actually, the body most often will provide the pitcher what he asks for if he wants to “win the war.” The body’s sympathetic nervous system kicks in as compensation for the fatigue or illness. A “battler” will get an extra adrenal charge. Everyone who has ever competed can remember a day (days!) when, though he felt terrible, his performance was wonderful.


  When facing adversity, a choice must be made. Will it be fight—or flight? “Tough” pitchers will last longer than tough times.


  What the Pitcher Should Do...


  ∎ Recognize that he will inevitably be faced with adversity in his professional and/or personal life, rather than ignoring or denying that eventuality.


  ∎ Consider, philosophically, that an adverse circumstance is a challenge, rather than a threat.


  ∎ Be self-assertive, rather than self-pitying.


  ∎ Think of possible solutions, rather than the problem.


  ∎ During competition, think about what to do (see the target; execute the pitch), rather than give in to how he is feeling.


  ∎ Recognize what is happening; get off the mound; gather his thoughts; coach himself with positive self-talk—”C’mon, attack the strike zone,” “Good low strike here,” “Throw through the target,” or whatever MANTRA the pitcher chooses. All this, rather than forfeiting his internal control to adverse external factors of the moment.


  ∎ AGGRESSIVENESS


  One of the synonyms for “aggressive,” as noted in The American Heritage Dictionary, is “assertive.” The term will serve those well who wish to understand what aggressiveness should mean to a pitcher.


  In order to be assertive, a pitcher must put himself in an attack mode. He must attack the strike zone—and establish the count in his favor. Success for a pitcher, in his confrontation with the hitter, comes from adopting that philosophy and putting it into action.


  By being aggressive in the strike zone, the pitcher increases the personal likelihood of success beyond the statistical one built into the game. The statistical history of the games indicates that in the on-going battle between pitchers and hitters, the hitters will “fail” more than seven times out of every 10 at-bats. The assertive pitcher—the one who throws strikes with his best stuff early in the count—improves that statistic for himself.


  “Best stuff” should be applied to each pitcher as an individual. Jamie Moyer’s best stuff may be best represented by a changeup, Roger Clemens’ by a fastball, Kevin Brown’s by a sinker, Pedro Martinez’ by his entire repetoire. The test is not what the pitch is, but how it is thrown—with commitment, confidence, assertiveness. Just throwing hard does not make a pitcher aggressive. Being under control is required to locate pitches and to command the strike zone. Greg Maddux is far from over-powering, but he is considered to be a very aggressive pitcher. He attacks and commands.


  To be aggressive on the mound is to be pro-active, rather than re-active. The hitter will recognize the difference quickly—perceiving the pitcher to be aggressive or passive—or, worse yet, submissive. If the pitcher’s goal is to avoid contact of ball with bat, he’ll end up pitching mostly in hitters’ counts, throwing strikes only when he “has to,” often guiding the ball over the plate, instead of letting loose with his good stuff. This is an all-too-frequent occurrence. A hitter loves it; his confidence grows. The pitcher has established himself as non-aggressive, to put it in most polite terms. He’s forfeited his edge, to, again, say the least.


  How many times have pitchers also been told they have fielders behind them to make plays? How often have they heard that their infielders are on their toes when pitchers are aggressive—and on their heels otherwise?


  Aggressors have usually been victorious throughout history, because they intimidated through confrontation. If the pitcher forfeits the advantage built into the game for him, the hitter becomes the aggressor. The pitcher is the vanquished, not the victor.


  I haven’t met a pitcher who argued any of these points. Pitchers know. Intelligence and understanding are there. What is missing? Trust, courage, discipline—and, inevitably, assertiveness.


  It is possible to be too aggressive. Remember, the Greeks said it 2,500 years ago: “Nothing in excess.” Balance is required—control. Over-aggressive pitchers overthrow. They “try” to attack the strike zone, but strikes don’t result; there is little or no command of the body—or the pitch.


  A number of the many pitchers with whom I’ve discussed this problem have responded to my criticism with, “But I’m a COMPETITOR!” An ineffective one, I answer. It’s one thing to want to win; it’s another to know how to win. Over-throwing doesn’t get the competitor what he most wants—success. [See COMPETITOR]


  The pitcher who is too aggressive accelerates his thought process, which quickens his delivery and tempo, tightens his arm and grip on the ball. Command thereby suffers (the pitch is usually up—in or out of the strike zone), and velocity decreases. Poor control and less-than-good “stuff” both work against the “competitor’s” aggressive intent. Too much becomes too little.


  Years ago, I told a minor league pitcher in the Oakland organization that he pitched like a linebacker. “I AM a linebacker,” he replied. I reminded him he was supposed to be a pitcher. He had, in fact, been a linebacker at the University of Arkansas, but he learned to harness the energy and competitive spirit he had brought to football and control his emotions on the pitching mound. He got to the big leagues and is now a minor league pitching coach. He advocates an aggressive, controlled approach, I’m certain.


  Toronto Blue Jays pitcher David Wells is a good example of aggressiveness under control. He’s extremely competitive and relentlessly challenges hitters with his fastball. He’s aggressive in any count, yet rarely yields a base-an-balls. He knows how to harness his intense emotions. He wins.


  In 1998, Wells’ New York Yankees teammate, Hideki lrabu, was not showing the same aggressive approach. Yankees’ pitching coach Mel Stottlemyre commented late in the season that lrabu “gets mad when he comes in here [the clubhouse], but I wish he’d just get more aggressive with strikes.”


  “Aggressiveness,” I once told a Double-A pitcher, “isn’t beating up the water cooler in the dugout, it’s beating up the strike zone on the field.” Like lrabu, he had it backwards.


  A few words about pitching inside. Many pitchers are reluctant to do so. Some fear having their pitches hit; others fear hitting the batter. (Some both!)


  Pitching coaches are in general agreement as to the importance of pitchers showing a willingness to pitch inside. Most outs are gotten on pitches away from hitters. But if the hitter is allowed to look for pitches on the outer half of the plate—and comfortably anticipate the location of the pitch there—and dive into it, the results are usually going to be to the hitter’s liking.


  A “purpose pitch” is one that delivers the message to the hitter: “you’re getting hit if you don’t move.” The purpose is to create discomfort for the hitter. It is part of the pitcher’s plan for pitching inside, and should not be an emotional reaction based on frustration or revenge.


  Experience has led me to believe that a pitcher’s reluctance to pitch inside is based on his poor mental preparation for doing so. The philosophy of pitching inside may be clear to him, but the approach is not. Because of this, the individual pitcher who makes the attempt usually executes the pitch poorly. The most frequent result is a hard-hit ball or a batter hit hard.


  The pitcher who is afraid of making a bad pitch inside usually aims the ball. He steers it to the spot inside on the hitter. He is being very careful to get it exactly where he knows the hitter cannot hurt him, whether it’s in off the plate or on the black. A “steered” ball is not thrown with conviction or with a pitcher’s best stuff. Double jeopardy: a “steered” ball usually does not get to the intended spot. The result is poor; the pitcher decides, claims, believes he can’t do it—and does not anymore. After a poor result, more than one pitcher has told me that “pitching inside isn’t working for me.” He is surely right. The fault, however, as Caesar was told, is not in the stars but in himself. And so I advise the pitcher.


  Those pitchers who do not learn to pitch inside effectively suffer in other ways, as well. Their entire approach deteriorates. The hitters, comfortable in the knowledge that pitches will be away, away, away, have an easier time. They anticipate; they lean. I remember the words of Early Wynn, a tough competitor and efffective pitcher for the Cleveland Indians in the 1950s. “If my mother was diggin’ in up there [in the batter’s box], I’d drill her too.” No tentativeness there. No comfort for hitters he faced.


  The step from being tentative to being submissive is not a long one. Having taken this step, pitchers feel themselves far removed from the confidence they value and need. A person who is non-assertive needs to change his behavior before he can gain the feeling of confidence. A pitcher must learn to act aggressively, even though he is reluctant to do so. It does not happen over night; it is a challenging process. The more ingrained the bad habit, the more challenging it is to change it.


  A pitcher’s fear of hitting a batter holds an interesting irony, I think. So many hitters have told me of their fear of being hit by a pitched ball. After all, they will feel the physical pain. Shouldn’t that create another advantage for a pitcher? In theory, yes. But once again, there is no advantage if it is given away. Why should so many pitchers fear hitting batters, since it is not the pitcher’s physical pain? Well, psychological pain can also be great. Nice people do not want to hurt other people. But great competitors are not “nice people” on the field of competition. [See NICE GUYS] That is not to say a pitcher should want to hit a batter; it is to say that it is not the pitcher’s problem if he does hit him. An aggressive pitcher will not allow it to be his problem. If it becomes one, he no longer will be an aggressive pitcher. If the mentality suffers, the pitch will suffer, as noted above.


  This is what so often happens: the pitcher either steers the ball as far away from the hitter as possible—or he hits him. It will be determined by the pitcher’s eyes—what he’s directing them at. In the first case, the pitcher looks at the safest spot to assure he won’t drill the batter. In the second case, he is so concerned with hitting the batter, he continues to focus his thoughts, and subsequently his eyes, on him. That’s where the ball will go because of that focus. These are not my favorite scenarios for presentation to the reader, but they are real. One cannot combat an issue he is not aware of—or does not understand.


  Finally, as Kevin Brown says—and now backs up with behavior: “You had better understand that you’re going to make some bad pitches along the way. That’s just the way it is. Bad pitches are going to happen. But—and this is the difference—if you make a pitch AGGRESSIVELY (his emphasis), you have a much better chance of getting away with it. However, if you make a pitch tentatively or cautiously, that’s when you get nailed.”


  What the Pitcher Should Do...


  ∎ Continually remind himself that built into the game is the pitcher’s statistical advantage over the hitter.


  ∎ Use the advantage by attacking the strike zone aggressively and immediately, in order to confront the hitter and get a further edge (psychologically and through the count).


  ∎ Be aggressive by pitching with his best stuff.


  ∎ Force contact, rather than “allowing” it, or avoiding it.


  ∎ Stay in control of thoughts and delivery, rather than being over-aggressive and out of control.


  ∎ Recognize when aggressiveness becomes extreme and make an adjustment by getting off the mound and coaching self calmly with positive, functional directions. Breathe deeply.


  ∎ Trust his aggressive approach knowing that the results will not always be favorable.


  ∎ Understand the importance of throwing inside and behave according and aggressively.


  ∎ Pitch inside with his best stuff, rather than guiding the ball.


  ∎ Focus with intensity on the target the catcher provides or the spot the pitcher wants to “hit,” rather than looking at the batter.


  ∎ Let it fly, rather than dart-throwing the ball. If the batter is hit by the pitch, so be it. Stay with the aggressive plan.


  ∎ ANALYSIS


  The catch-phrases are clever and hold elements of truth:


  1) “analysis equals paralysis”


  2) “no brain, no pain”


  3) “ignorance is bliss.”


  But rather than accept the phrases at face value, an athlete, or anyone else for that matter, should recognize what’s misleading about them.


  1) Too much analysis, the wrong kind of analysis, analysis at an inappropriate time can result in “paralysis.” On the other hand, without analysis there can be no adjustment. (How about this cliché: “timing is everything”?) The major problem seems to be that intelligent, sensitive people often “look for trouble,” and, having not found any, they invent it. These inventions can become a multitude of irrelevant and/or unlikely circumstances and consequences. Life and baseball then become complicated and difficult to manage. The most insignificant possibility is analyzed in the dim light of improbability. If this process goes on directly before or during athletic activity (pitching!), disfunction can result. Paralysis. The rational system (brain) is not the initiator of this problem; the emotional system (see “sensitive” above) is the culprit.


  2) Though brains may register pain, they don’t cause it. Every pitcher I’ve ever met has had a brain with enough capacity to allow its owner to function well. Poor function by the pitcher comes from poor use of that brain. Or no use at all. Also, I’ve seen players with the most limited intellectual ability feel the pain of frustration and failure. Pain is not exclusive to smart players. Actually, the bigger the brain, so to speak, the more able a player will be to understand and solve whatever issue is facing him. Yet, it’s also true that the more fertile a player’s mind is, the more capable he is of inventing scenarios that will cause “pain.” And that’s why the cliché of “no brain, no pain” is invoked by so many players. (“Just kidding,” many players tell me when using the phrase while talking with me. But “many a true feeling is expressed in jest.”) Those who hold this feeling thereby hold the brain responsible, instead of the self that uses it ineffectively.


  3) People tend to value comfort greatly, bliss even more, because it is much more rare. Yet, the so-described bliss of ignorance—not knowing what’s going on around or within you—has terminated more professional pitching careers than any other factor I can think of. Comfort, the diminutive brother of bliss, has kept more pitchers at a level of mediocrity than any other factor I know. Real bliss for a pitcher is being smart and using “smarts” to his advantage, not to his disadvantage. Most of the pitchers I’ve encountered have not been blissful, using either of these definitions. They tend to devalue their intelligence and analytical capabilities, because they have not adequately applied them before, during or after their performances. So they yearn for the bliss they say comes with being ignorant. I, myself, would rather take my chances with whatever intelligence I’ve been allowed, deal thoughtfully with whatever pain comes my way, and not create any for myself. (Or for others).


  Catch phrases aside, let’s treat the specific tendencies of over-analytical pitchers. First, I do not agree with their frequently expressed view that they “outsmart” themselves. My experience tells me that people—I know we’re talking about pitchers here—who make that claim blame their intelligence. I attribute their behavior to self-doubt, uncertainty, and a lack of confidence in and commitment to whatever it is they’re doing—such as delivering a pitch. A pitcher will formulate the proposition that he doesn’t know enough—he has to analyze and assess—when he really just doesn’t trust himself, or his talent, or the pitch selected to be thrown. And so on.


  “I’m thinking too much.” Or, “I’m out-thinking myself out there.” These are the people who look at other pitchers who seem to be less intelligent (“no brain”), and wish they were like them. The “no brain guys,” after all, don’t appear to care about consequences. “Those guys are too dumb to worry about what can go wrong,” I’ve been told more than a few times. It’s a shallow point of view. It’s also wrong.


  Having analytical ability is an advantage, not a disadvantage. But pitchers too often “over-analyze” what might happen to them—the consequences—or what they shouldn’t do, rather than what they should do. That is the textbook formula for developing negative thinking, cynicism, fear. Effective pitchers have better perspective. They are therefore able to convert rapid analysis into immediate plan. What to do next is their focus.


  Example: A pitcher senses he is dropping his arm during his delivery. That “analysis” should not be an extended, disorienting process during which the pitcher is distracted by his problem and the possible catastrophe that can result if he doesn’t “get things together.” (Meaning get his thoughts and himself together.)


  “OK, I know what I’m doing.” The problem is understood. This is the pivotal point in determining what kind of thinker—or non-thinker—the pitcher is. The immediate plan (made off the rubber) is simply to remind the muscles to “get the arm up.” Done. That’s an adjustment. On the other hand, agonizing over the past poor pitches and whatever might have resulted from them; feeling extended anger and frustration; thinking about where the arm is during the windup or stretch; focusing on the mechanic during the delivery—those are analyses that lead to failure.


  The other most common example, based on what pitchers have told me over the years, has to do with pitch selection. Pitch commitment, I should say. Bruce Hurst confessed to it while he was pitching for the Boston Red Sox early in his career. He was in his delivery, his knee was cocked, and he was saying to himself, “I shouldn’t be throwing a slider here.” I’ve heard many variations on that theme over the years. Pitchers themselves attribute the problem to over-analysis—“thinking too much.” My responses to them: “Trusting too little results in ’thinking too much. ’” And, “Wrong thoughts; wrong time.”


  It’s amusing to me that Greg Maddux has, over the past few years, continued to tell the media during interviews, “I’m not that smart.” Yet, he is credited with being a very analytical pitcher. His “wisdom” is in knowing how to keep pitching simple while he’s performing. (Socrates would be proud of him.) When asked about prospective Cy Young Awards, or getting into the World Series, or winning 20 games, or his earned-run average, Greg’s response has been, “I just execute pitches.” One at a time. That’s his mantra; he won’t be distracted from it. No analysis there.


  But when he’s not pitching, he does study, he does learn. He experiments in the bullpen during side work, and he is attentive to hitters during games when he’s not pitching. So there is the formula: analysis when not competing, simplicity during competition. Every brain can then serve its master.


  What the Pitcher Should Do...


  ∎ Value his intelligence and understand that analysis is a process for becoming a more effective pitcher.


  ∎ Be a keen observer of the game and all its elements, including opposing hitters, noting their strengths, weakness, and tendencies.


  ∎ Analyze how others pitch to opposing hitters—which pitchers are more effective than others and why.


  ∎ Understand that extended analysis should not take place during competition. Recognize what is going wrong, step off the mound, coach self with brief and functional directives. On the rubber, get the sign, commit to the pitch, focus on target and execute the pitch.


  ∎ Continue to develop and reinforce that philosophy. If others (team-mates, parents, coaches) are over-analyzing, the pitcher has the self-assurance to keep it simple for himself during competition.


  ∎ ANGER


  “Anger,” my friend Frederick Buechner has written, “in many ways is a feast... The chief drawback is that what you are wolfing down is yourself. The skeleton at the feast is you.”


  People who are continually angry devour, at least, much of what is good about them. An angry pitcher loses his capacity to think—to rationally assess, understand and solve whatever needs solution before his next pitch. Anger brings on the loss of control and further results in disfunction. During competition, that is tantamount to becoming a “skeleton.”


  The angry pitcher’s brain systematically sounds an alarm system for the automatic nervous system. Adrenaline pours into the bloodstream. Blood pressure increases, breathing become abnormal. The pitcher is ready for a “fight,” rather than “flight.” Yes, he’s willing, but unfortunately, he’s not able. An angry pitcher can’t think, can’t see the target, can’t control his muscles. That makes it rather difficult to locate a pitch. He can’t control a ball if he can’t control his thoughts. He’s not going to put up much of a fight.


  And yet, I’ve had some pitchers tell me they like being angry. These fellows are most often sensitive, non-assertive, inhibited, and self-doubting, who finally explode, externally or internally, as a result of “the straw that breaks their back,” as they’ve explained it to me. The anger frees them from their self-consciousness. From feeling, as they invariably do, that they are so terribly responsible for so many things. They like the freedom anger seems to provide. “I just don’t care anymore,” they’ve said. That’s only natural, since they have been caring too much about too many of the wrong things. Those concerns “just don’t matter,” when they are angry. For them, the prospect of failure and always wanting to please others (what they “care” about) is washed away in a raging torrent of adrenaline. They pay a dear price, however. Because it rarely, if ever, works for them. And it can’t be sustained if it does. [See AROUSAL)


  Anger can work for a pitcher only if it is very brief in duration. It may “clean the blood,” and then be used as an attention-getter for a wandering focus; it must subside before the pitcher gets back on the rubber. If anger continues, distraction from the task at hand continues. The pitcher will be preoccupied by whatever provoked the anger—usually frustrated expectations. Being mad is not being prepared. He must deal with his anger before he is able to deal with the immediate future: before the next pitch.


  The pitcher will not be able to fix what has already happened, and if he doesn’t fix himself, he can look forward to further problems. He’ll be punished, not so much for his anger, as by it.


  What the Pitcher Should Do...


  ∎ Understand his personality and emotional tendencies.


  ∎ Recognize the degree of anger he expresses, the timing of it, the causes of it.


  ∎ Understand that anger is a strong emotion that can pre-empt rational response and interfere with controlled thoughts, breathing, muscle movement, and vision.


  ∎ Having come to understand the importance of making adjustments as quickly as possible, recognize anger during competition, and separate himself from it quickly.


  ∎ With this recognition, learn to use anger, rather than allowing it to use him, by motivating himself to “pay attention to business.”


  ∎ Then direct himself—off the mound—to calm down, breathe deeply, and get ready to focus on the execution of the next pitch. Only then should he allow himself to get back on the rubber.


  ∎ Once again, take the sign, breathe, focus on the target, and let go with his best stuff.


  ∎ ANXIETY


  Performance anxiety and fear are not synonymous. Performance anxiety most often produces negative anticipation; fear often results in a flight from participation or dysfunction during it. The important point to be made is that people have used the words without making any distinction as to behavior associated with them. In the context of performance, that difference should be established.


  It is quite common for an athlete to be anxious prior to his performance. When I was playing ball in college, I was assured by a story I read about a lineman with the Kansas City Chiefs, whose anxiety before games had been with him since he played in junior high school. Before every game—through junior high, high school, college and professional football—his stomach churned to such an extreme extent that he was forced to throw up. Before every game. One Sunday, he did not, and could not, actually. He tried to force it; it didn’t happen. He told the team trainer to get him to the hospital, where doctors discovered a significant intestinal problem. He knew something was wrong, he said, because he didn’t have his “normal” pre-game feeling in his gut.


  A brother-in-law of mine, a professional singer, told me he threw up before singing engagements that were particularly important to him. (This after I had revealed to him my own performance anxiety.)


  The performances of the football player, the singer, and my own, for that matter, did not suffer from the anxiety. I cannot speak for them, but I believe mine improved because of it. And I’ve spoken with many athletes since who made the same claim: essentially, when they were not aroused enough to feel anxious, they did not play up to their expectations.


  Performance anxiety is considered to be a heightened arousal—an exaggerated internal response. As noted, it happens prior to performance and can happen during it, as well. Usually before or in the midst of a particular situation the athlete (pitcher) perceives as important or threatening.


  What happens? 1) The performer performs—there is no “flight”; 2) the anxiety subsides and then, most often, disappears as soon as the competition or the situation is faced directly, physically; 3) the initial heightened arousal is converted from anxiety to intensified focus, that is, from tension to attention. The performer, having placed such significance on the event, becomes more attentive in his approach. The key is to properly channel the stimulus, so that function is enhanced and dysfunction avoided. (Much like what must be done with anger.)


  Pre-performance anxiety is not an anxiety disorder. It may bring “old age [on] too soon” (Ecclesiastes), and it may be an unpleasant feeling, but if understood and managed, it is rarely debilitating once performance begins.


  [See FEAR]


  What the Pitcher Should Do...


  ∎ Be aware of anticipatory feelings prior to the game, or the feelings produced by the advent of a critical situation within the game.


  ∎ If a feeling of pre-performance anxiety exists, distract himself from it by re-directing his focus during pre-game preparation. (Some pitchers put on earphones and listen to music {vocals are particularly helpful because language is provided as an alternate to the pitcher’s thoughts; the pitcher should be attentive to the lyrics}. Others engage in conversation with teammates. This is done, not to distract the pitcher from an effective mental preparation, but rather to improve it. The activity addresses anxiety-producing thoughts; the pitcher is responsible for changing them. The timing and degree of activity is adjusted, through experimentation, according to the pitcher’s individual needs.)


  ∎ As the final preparation, focus on his plan: what he wants to do vs. the opposition; reminders of his own mental “keys”; reminders of his mechanical keys (keeping it simple). (He is channeling mental energy, converting it from anxiety to intensity. The focus is on the game not himself and his feelings.)


  ∎ When the game begins, consider a feeling of anxiety to be just another distraction, and treat it as such. Get off the mound, coach himself, and be certain to employ self-talk, using action-oriented, positive language. In other words—what he wants to do.


  ∎ Usually, tempo suffers during times of negative anticipation. Recognize these moments and make the appropriate adjustment. He should gain control of his thoughts and his body. [See TEMPO]


  ∎ Understand that there is nothing wrong with having pre-performance anxiety. Many of the best athletes have it. But they control it, rather than having it control them. As noted, many use it as a tool for motivation for attentiveness. Be attentive to function, rather than feelings.


  ∎ APPROACH


  When talking with pitchers about their performance, I make certain to lead the discussion toward how the pitcher approaches his profession: his general preparation, that is, his daily regimen—eating, sleeping, conditioning habits—and his routine at the ballpark. We then move down to the bottom rung on the ladder of abstraction. We talk about the very specific matter of his approach on the mound during performance, his identifiable behaviors—internal and external—during competition. Essentially, it’s the litmus test for a pitcher; his approach will determine how successful he will be.


  One of the meanings of the word ‘approach’ is: “the method used in dealing with or accomplishing something.” ‘Method’ is the key word here, indicating how one goes about trying to accomplish whatever it is he sets out to do. In the case of pitching, the accomplishment is in executing pitches successfully. Getting outs is about results, remember. Making good pitches is about behavior. THAT is what pitchers and I talk about; first making the distinction between approach and result, then addressing the “hows.”


  How to eat properly, how to regulate sleeping patterns, how to get in shape and stay in shape are usually very obvious to players. (Whether or not they apply what they know is another matter.) Less obvious, and more difficult to apply even when understood, is how to mentally prepare between appearances, during bullpen sessions and during games (as a non-participant)—and how to think and act during competition.


  As a youngster in elementary school, I was taught in arithmetic lessons that large fractions are unwieldy and unmanageable. It is, I was told, too difficult to add, subtract, multiply, and divide them. For example, how, as a fourth-grader, could I be expected to divide 160/48000 by 8000/24000? I was not, and I could not. (We had no calculators then.) But I could manage 1/30 divided by 1/3. By reducing to lowest terms—by getting those fractions to be as simple as they could be—I could effectively deal with the example and get the answer: 1/10. (The “lowest common denominator” was the vehicle for approaching the addition and subtraction of the large fractions.)


  Now, let me specifically and simply apply this lesson to a pitcher’s approach—the way it’s supposed to be applied by the pitcher himself. The lowest common denominator every pitcher shares is the delivery of the next pitch. What has happened and what might happen will vary with each pitcher and each circumstance. But the next pitch must be made. It is a universal truth within the game. That is how the game progresses. One manageable pitch at a time. That is the focus of the moment—for observers and participants. That is the action reduced to simplest term: the moment, the task at hand, that next pitch.


  But does this moment exclusively hold the pitcher’s attention? If not, the approach suffers. A pitcher cannot expect the result he desires. The more complicated and scattered his thoughts, the more unmanageable his task. His distractions will force him to “think big,” rather than “think small.” Focus on the target will not be intense. This one “small” deficit becomes the pitcher’s biggest inhibitor to pitching effectively.


  The pitchers I’ve been with over the years have revealed any number of different intrusive and distracting thoughts. It is the human predicament to have conflicting thoughts and impulses. “Isn’t that normal?” I’ve been asked many times, after having admonished a pitcher for his poor approach on the mound. It is, yes, but to be “normal”—ordinary—should not be the goal of an elite athlete, particularly a professional. “Exceptional” is the goal; “normal” is the excuse.


  “Keep it simple,” I say constantly. It should be a pitcher’s mantra, as it is Greg Maddux’, for example. Big thoughts, many thoughts, conflicting thoughts all divide the pitcher’s attention, thereby corrupting his approach. A task is not done well if not approached well. It is critical for pitchers to understand and embrace the simple approach noted below.


  The approach leads to a result. A good approach has a much better chance of producing the desired result. However, that is not an inherent guarantee within the game of baseball. Results cannot be controlled. A pitcher may execute a fine pitch—in his and everyone else’s judgment—but the hitter battles it. That right-handed hitter goes and gets the nasty slider low and away, stroking a line drive double into the right-center field gap. Good approach by the pitcher, undesirable result. He can control the approach. Always. He can’t control what happens after the pitch has been delivered. Never. He executed the pitch; he should repeat his behavior, instead of concerning himself with what the hitter just did.


  I tell every pitcher that he defines himself by the way the ball leaves his hand. That’s what indicates the quality of his approach. His plan, his poise, his intensity, his aggressiveness, his focus. His breathing pattern, his tempo, his body language. That is behavior. That is approach.


  (Directly related, and as important, is the pitcher’s response, which will be addressed in the “R”section of the book.)


  What the Pitcher Should Do...


  ∎ Understand that the manner in which he approaches his goals and tasks identifies him to his teammates, his opponents, and, if he is paying attention, to himself.


  ∎ Examine the quality and extent of his preparation leading up to performance—his habits regarding sleep, nutrition, workouts, and routines.


  ∎ Recognize his past behavioral tendencies during competition, especially in difficult times and situations.


  ∎ Recognize that his approach is comprised of thought and deed; it is entirely his responsibility and within his control. (Results are not.)


  ∎ Understand what an approach to pitching, during the game itself, actually means. [See above.]


  ∎ Be aware of thoughts and behaviors that are not conducive to peak performance and make the necessary adjustments as quickly as possible. [See ADJUSTMENTS]


  ∎ Remind himself to reduce pitching to its most manageable form—one pitch at a time.


  ∎ Follow a consistent procedure during his performance. For example, step on the rubber, take the sign, exhale deeply, begin the delivery, focus on the target and attack the strike zone. Any thoughts or feelings that intrude on that approach should be dealt with off the rubber. The more serious intrusions and distractions will require him to get off the mound to make the mental adjustment.


  ∎ Hold himself accountable for asserting the mental discipline of an incorruptible approach.


  ∎ AROUSAL


  Many players I’ve been associated with, when asked what “arousal” means, tell me “being psyched-up—let’s go!” Others have related the term to anxiety: having heightened feelings (heart palpitations, sweaty palms, diarrhea), they say, stimulated by a negative anticipation of the performance ahead. According to those responses, a pitcher, then, may be “worked up” for better or for worse. And so it is.


  Studies have shown that athletes typically experience physical symptoms before competition in which they invest meaning. The best competitors I know invest the meaning of “challenge” to each pitching performance. Bruce Bochy managed Kevin Brown in San Diego during the 1998 season and was impressed by the challenge Kevin saw before each performance—“the fire and intensity that he [Brown] brings to every game he pitches,” Bochy said. Some pitchers view competition as a “threat.” There are those who invest minimal meaning to each game, and still others whose assessment is “reliably unpredictable,” to borrow the words of novelist Brooks Hansen.


  Each pitcher’s arousal level is influenced by his interpretation of the event or situation he is to face. It is also influenced by the degree of trust he has in himself. The elite pitcher knows himself; he manages whatever physical indicators exist prior to his performance. He knows whether he has too much energy (“I’m hyper.”—“I’m out of control.”) or too little (“I can’t get up for this.”—“I can’t get my mind on business.”)


  When a pitcher and I talk about finding an appropriate arousal level, we first examine the type of personality he has. For example, some people are introverted, others extroverted. Some are hyperactive, others “laid back.”


  We then consider the differences in types of activity and the particular arousal level for each. Remember the linebacker referred to earlier? When playing football, his high-energy, high arousal served him because that gross motor activity involved strength, stamina, physical contact, and bursts of speed. Pitching requires fine muscle movements, precision and control, balance, and intense concentration on a small field of attention (the target). During competition, a pitcher is more likely


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  ∎ ATTITUDE

  [See APPENDIX A]
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"The Mental Game of Baseball is a book I've traveled with for eight years.
Now I'll travel with The Mental ABC's of Pitching. Many of us are blessed
with God-given talents for the baseball field, but few of us figure out the
mental part of baseball to truly succeed. This
book helps pitchers dedicate themselves
to that aspect of the game."
— Jamie Moyer, former pitcher,

Seattle Mariners
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