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  To all who tolerated our persistence, and there were many; to all who encouraged it, and there were more; to all who shared with us their knowledge and experience, through the printed word and word of mouth; to all who love this game of baseball—and to the vigorous pursuit of excellence, we dedicate this book.
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  The theory of baseball is as simple as that of any field sport in vogue, and herein lies one of its attractive features; and yet, to play the game up to its highest point of excellence requires as great a degree of mental ability ... as any known game of ball.


  From The Game of Baseball


  By Henry Chadwick, 1868


  FOREWORD
In Appreciation of
Harvey Dorfman


  By Rick Wolff


  When Harvey Dorfman passed away in 2011 at the age of 75, major league baseball lost one of its all-time greats.


  Over the last 30 years, just about every major league player, general manager, field manager, and agent either knew Harvey or certainly had heard of his impact. They all knew of the mental magic he worked on talented ballplayers.


  Harvey was indeed a singular individual, certainly one of a kind.


  So ... who was Harvey Dorfman?


  In short, he introduced the world of major league baseball to the wonders of sports psychology. And he did it in a most unique and unusual way.


  You know the old Yogi Berra expression that “half of this game is 90 percent mental”? I don’t know if Dorfman ever met Yogi, but trust me on this: Harvey certainly agreed with Yogi. Baseball, which is a game based upon constant failure and daily disappointment, is pockmarked by all sorts of mental distractions, obsessions, anxieties, and even superstitions. Harvey knew all of this, inhaled it all, and helped pro players of all stripes come to terms with their fears.


  A man of apparent contradictions, Harvey was a most educated and literate gentleman. He was a man of letters, a true scholar. Yet to better communicate with ballplayers, he could swear like a drunken sailor with enough profanity mixed in to peel paint off a wall. Harvey offered no apology for this approach; he just knew that ballplayers would feel more comfortable with him if he spoke the language of dugouts.


  But Harvey was indeed a lifelong lover of books. When I first met him and his lovely wife, Anita, at their home in Prescott, Arizona, an entire side of their living room wall was stacked from floor to ceiling with books and more books. Originally trained as a high school English teacher, Dorfman consumed the New York Times Book Review each week in much the same way he would go over the daily baseball box scores.


  Back in the 1970s Harvey, Anita, and their two kids resided in Vermont, where Dorfman taught in a small private school and wrote newspaper columns. He was very proud that he coached the school’s girls’ basketball team to great success. But during the summer months Dorfman would attend Vermont Expos minor league games, and it was there that he befriended Karl Kuehl, who oversaw the Expos minor league system.


  Over the course of that summer, Kuehl became so impressed with Dorfman’s approach to baseball that when Kuehl left the Expos to join the Oakland Athletics, he made sure to hire Harvey as a kind of mental skills coach.


  This was a totally new concept. Understand that this was unprecedented in organized baseball. For example, when I was playing in the Detroit Tigers organization in the early 1970s, after having studied psychology as an undergraduate at Harvard, the prevailing attitude in pro baseball was that “any player who needs to talk to a shrink needs to have his head examined.”


  As such, when Dorfman was hired by Oakland, this was a monumental breakthrough for sports psychology. But in truth, Harvey was never trained as a psychologist; he was a schoolteacher and coach. He never had a doctorate in psychology.


  But he possessed one amazing skill: He knew how to communicate with ballplayers. He knew how to get them to open up about their fears, worries, and insecurities.


  And then, once the superstar millionaire ballplayer would confide in Harvey about his batting slump or how he can’t throw strikes any more, Harvey would actively listen. But he didn’t offer sympathy or offer a kindly smile.


  Rather, just the opposite. Harv would roar at the player and demand in a loud voice: “Okay, hot shot, you’re hitting under the Mendoza line. ... Tell me—what are you going to do about it? How are you going to make the appropriate adjustments?”


  In other words, Harvey was very big on getting players to confront their shortcomings and failings. Harvey would often tell me that he saw his job to “hold a mirror to these guys” so they could deal with their issues. “Hey,” Harvey would bark at me, “somebody has to tell these guys the truth! That’s my job!”


  Trust me, Harvey was not big on telling major leaguers to “just take a deep breath” or to “just think positive thoughts.” Harvey didn’t put any stock in those approaches. Ironically, these days it seems that lots of sports psychologists who work for major league teams do offer that kind of Pollyanna advice. Harvey would scoff, “Don’t give me any of that hold hands and sing Kumbaya BS! That’s not going to get you to hit better!”


  Harvey once told me that he felt that too many stars today are surrounded by so many sycophants and “yes-men” that very few of these players ever hear the truth. Dorfman saw his role as providing a sharp contrast—being the loud voice of reality. And once the player heard what Dorfman was saying, he would begin to get a sense of what was holding him back. That was the key.


  Take Jamie Moyer. The oldest pitcher to ever win a game in the big leagues at age 49, Moyer writes in his autobiography, Just Tell Me I Can’t, that he owes his entire major league career to Dorfman. If you recall, Moyer didn’t throw hard enough to break a pane of glass. But he pitched in the bigs for 25 years and came close to winning 300 games.


  As is written on the cover of his book: “Moyer was just about finished as a big leaguer at 29 until he fatefully encountered a gravel-voiced, highly confrontational mental skills coach named Harvey Dorfman. Listening to the ‘in-your-face’ provocations of Dorfman, Moyer began to re-invent and re-construct his mental approach to the game.”


  But there were a lot more followers than just Jamie Moyer. Dozens more. I once visited Harvey’s home when he moved to North Carolina later in his life. His office walls were covered with personally autographed photos of major league stars, all with inscriptions like: “Harvey—I owe my career to you” or “If you weren’t for you, Harv, I wouldn’t still be in the big leagues.”


  The list of players who sought out Dorfman? Names like Roy Halladay ... Brad Lidge ... Greg Maddux ... Jim Abbott ... Al Leiter ... Kevin Brown ... Mike Pelfrey ... Rick Ankiel ... Bob Welch ... and on and on. All sorts of big name stars, all of whom had worked with and listened to Harvey.


  Harvey would always blush when the top players referred to him as “baseball’s best kept secret.” They would lovingly refer to him as “baseball’s shrink.” But Harvey would laugh in protest and say, “I’m not a shrink. ... I’m a stretch! I’m trying to get these guys to stretch their minds!”


  __________________________


  The year was 1989. The phone rang in my Manhattan office, and a man I didn’t know was telling me how much he enjoyed my book The Psychology of Winning Baseball. He said he knew I had played pro ball and had studied psychology. Flattered by such an unexpected call, I was eager to get the caller’s name.


  He said his name was Harvey Dorfman.


  But there was more. Harvey explained that he worked for the Oakland Athletics as their sports psychology coach, and that he was always being approached by other major league teams to jump ship to their club. He said he was very happy working for Oakland and asked whether it would be okay if he gave my name to other major league teams if they were looking for a sports psychology coach.


  “Sure, that’s more than fine with me,” I told Harvey. I was very flattered. But deep down, I really didn’t expect much to happen.


  But something did happen. Within the next few days, I started to receive phone calls from no fewer than six major league general managers. Hank Peters of the Indians; Roland Hemond from the Orioles; Jerry Reinsdorf, the owner of the White Sox; and so forth. They were all calling me at the suggestion of Harvey Dorfman.


  Suddenly I found myself being courted like a college recruit as each GM was offering me a deal to come and work with their players. I ended up signing with the Indians because I was impressed with Hank Peters and his soon-to-become successor John Hart. A young Dan O’Dowd was Hart’s assistant. (Dan went onto become the GM of the Rockies). Plus the Indians had some young, talented kids in their minor league system like Jim Thome, Manny Ramirez, Albert Belle, Charlie Nagy, and so on.


  In short, solely thanks to Harvey—a man I had never met—I got the chance of a lifetime to work for a number of years with the Cleveland Indians at the highest levels as their roving sports psychology coach. I even received a 1995 American League championship ring for efforts with the Tribe.


  Here’s the bottom line: As of today there’s no wing in the Hall of Fame for sports psychology, but clearly if there were one, Harvey Dorfman would be a first-ballot unanimous choice. He was absolutely unique. And the best news is that his legacy lives on with his extraordinarily well-written books on the mental side of baseball.


  For years, aspiring ballplayers have devoured Harvey’s books. They have become de facto mandatory reading at all levels of the game.


  So consider yourself lucky. You’re about to turn the page and learn from the master. ... Harvey Dorfman.


  Rick Wolff is one of the nation’s leading experts on sports psychology and is the longtime host of “The Sports Edge” on WFAN Radio in New York City. Drafted by the Detroit Tigers after his junior year at Harvard, Wolff played two years in the minors before going on to a career in coaching, sports psychology, publishing, and sports commentary. You can read more about him at askcoachwolff.com.


  INTRODUCTION


  This is a baseball book. Whatever else it may also be, its form and substance, its focus and application, concern baseball and how to recognize and master the mental requirements of the game. Books have been written on hitting, pitching, fielding, and baserunning. But this book is about thinking and feeling and how they affect specific performance. It looks at negative influences on that performance, such as improper goals, pressures, lack of concentration and confidence, pain and a variety of attitudes that create anxiety. It also teaches positive techniques that help to improve performance: proper breathing, visualization, focus and control, to name a few.


  Ty Cobb, one of the great achievers in the history of major league baseball, believed that “what’s above the [player’s] shoulders is more important than what’s below.” Outfielder Jim Wohlford’s major league accomplishments in no way approached Cobb’s, but his belief, if not his wording, is as profound as Cobb’s. “Baseball,” Wohlford said, “is ninety percent mental half the time.” Speaking in the 1920s and the 1980s respectively, Cobb and Wohlford were essentially repeating what Henry Chadwick had said in 1868. It is what managers, coaches, and instructors of every sport at every level now recognize—mental factors are highly significant to athletic performance. It is understood that it takes a great deal of physical skill to have any hope of high achievement in sport. Yet, the higher the level of skill and competition athletes reach, the more they themselves identify mental factors as having a positive and/or negative bearing on their performance.


  If that is the case, an obvious question arises: What percentage of time does a coach or instructor spend teaching mental skills and strategies and working on winning the mental game? Studies by sports psychologists indicate the most common figure to be somewhere near 10%. Many baseball coaches and instructors explain that they are expert only in the physical elements of the game. Though they’re often heard shouting such directions as “Hang tough!” or “Be ready!” or “Keep your eye on the ball!” they have seldom been able to tell their players how to be tough, or what’s required in order to be ready and see the ball well. The players are left to their own devices, most often without realizing how much their thoughts influence their preparation—and their performance. And even if they did recognize it, they still are not quite sure what to do about it.


  The fact is that mental skills needed for maximum performance can be acquired in the same manner as physical skills. Both kinds of skills should be worked on at the same time. Many athletes have indicated that, because they worked on physical skills exclusively, they were forced to learn their mental lessons the hard way—through trial and error. Some don’t ever learn.


  The very best athletes have the very best instincts: their natural, “unlearned” senses are sharp and functional. So are their minds. They are complete and exceptional athletes. But educators and baseball men agree that instincts can be sharpened, suggesting, therefore, that players can learn to develop better instincts.


  Many of the players who have the best physical equipment can eventually develop their mental skills on their own. Darryl Strawberry, for example, has had the time to do so. His abilities compensated for acute weaknesses in approach to performance during his early years as a professional. Less able players are not that fortunate and, having faced too many trials and committed far too many errors, they never develop to their full potential. With proper help, they might have done so; the good athletes would become better ones; the best would more quickly and more often be at their best. A major aim of this book is to help players find the limit of their potential, and, having found it, play to it consistently.


  This book includes anecdotes and insights provided by major and minor league baseball players, many of whom, sooner or later, discovered the importance of mastering the mental game in order to play baseball as it should be played. These players reveal their own discoveries. Threaded through the fabric of their individual problems, solutions, and resolutions is a common design.


  This is a book in two sections. One examines and reveals mental preparations and pitfalls; the other develops some fundamental mental approaches—what we call “winning mind games”—that can help a player reach maximum physical performance.


  Mind games are recurring thoughts, existing attitudes, self-appraisal and criticism, approaches and concerns. So often, as Shakespeare well knew, they include “horrible imaginings.”


  Mind games can be positive or negative. They can help a player to be a winner or they can cause him to be a loser. They directly and certainly affect his performance.


  They are inevitable. We all play mind games. Everyone who has ever played competitive baseball—from Little League on up—has played mind games before the actual ball game was started, played them during the game (between pitches, between innings, between at-bats), and played them after the game. Too often (most often?) what was in or on our mind hurt performance rather than helped it.


  This book aims to help. People often are reluctant to express their thoughts to others, thinking some of their thoughts to be foolish. Baseball players are no exception, but when they discover that others share their thoughts, they learn that such thoughts are “normal.” They learn to share them more easily.


  Major leaguers are becoming increasingly interested in sharing their mind games. Ozzie Smith, Greg Maddux, Tony Gwynn, Wade Boggs, and a growing number of others spend much of their time on that part of their game. Professional players, generally, seem more receptive to psychological change than to physical change. They change their mind more often than they change their batting stance or pitching delivery.


  The Mental Game of Baseball will allow baseball players and fans a glimpse into the minds of some of the game’s outstanding performers. Problems will be examined, though not always solved. The coach may be stimulated to find out more about his players’ thinking and to encourage them to consider how that thinking might be altered and what might be done differently as a result. And the individual player can use this book to improve both mental approach and physical performance and to gain a self-awareness necessary for development as a self-directed, confident performer—and person.


  H.A. Dorfman


  Karl Kuehl


 

    For three years he had daydreamed of how he would be a scintillating high-school baseball star and how he would hit a home run with the bases full. And look at the way he had folded up in a pinch. Yes, after kidding himself about his destiny, and having the nerve to think that he would be a star like Ty Cobb or Eddie Collins, he was a miserable failure. Whenever he was in a tight situation, he was a bust, a flat tire. He didn’t have what it takes. He was eighteen years old, and he was no good. He lacked something—nerve, confidence. In a pinch, it was always the same. He lost his confidence. When he didn’t have time, a few seconds in which to think, it was different. That was why he was better in football and basketball than he was in baseball. In baseball when you batted, there were those few seconds and fractions of a second between pitches, when your mind undid you. In football and basketball, you didn’t have the time to think as you did in baseball. That made the difference. And it was in just that period of a very few important seconds that he was no good. Yes, even though he was considered one of the best athletes in school, he was never really going to be any good.

  


  About the character, Danny O’Neill


  In Father and Son


  By James T. Farrell


  Copyright 1940


  Part One


  1

  WHERE DOES IT START?


  Approach major league players, managers, and coaches and ask them what distinguishes the best players from the rest. They’ll usually point to their heads. They believe that anyone good enough to make it to the big league possesses impressive physical tools. But it’s the mental toolbox that holds the difference between an ordinary player and a great one.


  Hall of Fame pitching great Tom Seaver was strong in that conviction. “The difference between the physical abilities of the players in the major leagues is not that great, and, something going hand in hand with that, the difference between the teams is not that great. So what it comes down to is that the dividing factor between the team that wins and the one that loses is the mental attitude, the effort they give, the mental alertness that keeps them from making mental mistakes. The concentration and the dedication—the intangibles—are the deciding factors, I think, between who won and who lost. I firmly believe that. I really do,” Seaver said.


  This belief, of course, extends beyond baseball circles. But baseball has been slow in making sure that the intangibles receive proper attention. Baseball experts have paid more attention to theory than application. This is changing, however slowly.


  The general field of sports psychology has grown dramatically in recent years. The U.S. Olympic Committee, recognizing the success of the Soviet Union and East Germany, has begun mental conditioning programs for American athletes. Though we are only “rookies” compared to the Eastern-bloc countries, we are learning and gaining experience rapidly.


  Michael Maloney, a clinical sports psychologist formerly at Penn State and currently at U.C. Santa Barbara, believes that, at a high performance level, “the difference between two athletes is 20% physical and 80% mental.” At lower levels, the percentages are significant enough to convince those involved in sport to pay more direct and appropriate attention to mental conditioning.


  Baseball, being the traditional and ritualistic American game it is, has been slow to develop systematic methods to help players develop the best possible mental habits. Until very recently, players have had only themselves as resources in their search for solutions to most of their performance problems. Former major league third baseman Doug DeCinces is a striking example of a player fortunate enough to have gotten essential outside help. It probably saved his career.


  DeCinces had struggled in the shadow of Brooks Robinson, a Hall of Famer now and the man DeCinces replaced at third base for the Baltimore Orioles. DeCinces had weak performances for the 1976 and 1977 seasons, having felt what he described as Robinson’s “gnawing presence.” The 1978 season started terribly, despite the fact that Robinson had retired the previous September. His presence was still in DeCinces’ mind, the effect being that DeCinces hit .226 and made 12 errors in the first 57 games.


  A friend recommended that the player undergo counseling. DeCinces visited a psychiatrist who worked with athletes. The counselor, Skip Connor, worked on relaxing the third baseman, taking DeCinces.’ “mind off details, letting his body do the work.”


  Simply stated, but not always simply enacted. It takes work, but DeCinces was a conscientious and able student. “It was a question of confidence and relaxation,” he said, just as simply as Connor.


  At the same time, DeCinces stated his belief that “baseball is 80% mental,” and that every team should have a professional therapist. “Baseball players are viewed as so masculine, so virile, so above all problems. It’s not true. Every player is a human being. Sometimes the strain and mental problems are too much. I don’t feel a manager can always be expected to find out what makes a player tick.”


  [image: Doug DeCinces felt Brooks Robinson’s “gnawing presence.”]


  [image: DeCinces’ Second Half Stats—1978 AVG. HR RBIs SLUG.PCT. .324 20 64 .611 One error in the last 72 games.”]


  Doug DeCinces ticked effectively in the second half of that 1978 season – and loud enough to impress those around him, including Brooks Robinson. “I have never seen a player turn it around the way Doug did in the last half of (that) season,” Robinson said.


  We can safely say that Doug DeCinces did not suddenly realize a change in his physical ability. The amazing increase in efficiency was based on psychological control. He was winning his mind games.


  The key, then, is for a player to regulate his mental performance as he regulates his physical performance. He must learn the strategies and skills required for controlling himself and his situation in the ball game. He must handle worry and anxiety, often based on the pressures of performing; he must take responsibility for that performance; he must approach his game with commitment, concentration, and confidence. As we said, this is not an easy task, but it’s a necessary one, assuming a player’s goal is to do the best he is physically able to do.


  That’s where mental training starts: with that assumption, with that goal.


  [image: I hope I don’t throw this slider high. Throw a good, low strike.]


  2

  ESTABLISHING

  PROPER GOALS


  The Proper Start


  The motivation to work on the mental part of baseball has to be carried forward. Goal-setting helps do that. It makes the player’s purpose clear and gives direction. The successful player sets goals in order to stimulate himself to act in a way to achieve his objectives. He focuses his attention and energies. In other words, the more aware he is of what he wants, the more likely he is to do what is necessary to get it.


  When selected properly, goals become a player’s most important tool. Studies indicate that specific performance goals have a very real and positive effect on many complex coordination tasks. (See Bryan Cratty, Movement Behavior and Motor Learning) A person who is encouraged to “just do your best” usually doesn’t. He doesn’t clarify what his best might be; he doesn’t extend himself to find out. Setting personal goals is essential for gaining control of potential, of success – of self.


  The performance goals a player sets – what he thinks he can do, based on his ability and degree of confidence – usually become his personal standard of acceptance. For this reason, it’s very important for the player to set realistic, reachable goals. Non-attainable goals lead to discouragement, frustration, and loss of motivation. On the other hand, goals should not be too easily attainable. They should challenge the player, pushing him toward his limits.


  The player should evaluate his performance daily, determining whether or not he is making progress. His goals must be adjustable—able to be set high or lower. But they shouldn’t be changed too hastily. Success is not usually immediate and other factors such as effort are involved. “How much effort am I putting forth?” That question should be carefully and honestly considered before a goal is revised by a player.


  First baseman Bob Watson, after 19 years in the big leagues, retired at the end of the 1984 season with a lifetime batting average just under .300. Currently the General Manager for the Houston Astros, Watson had been a batting instructor with the Atlanta Braves and Oakland A’s. He always tried to accelerate his students’ progress by passing on to them some of the lessons which he wishes he had learned earlier. He recalled, as an example, how limited his attitude was toward goals early in his career, even as a major leaguer. He gave credit to a veteran outfielder, Tommy Davis, for teaching him to change that attitude, while both players were Houston teammates.


  Said Watson; “I’d go into a game with a goal of getting two hits. That would look good in tomorrow’s box score, I would think. One hit, at least. Well, if I got hits the first two times up, I coasted for the rest of the game, unless there was a crucial situation. If not, I didn’t pay the best attention. I learned later that I gave away all those at-bats. Tommy told me that if he got a hit the first at-bat, his goal changed to three hits; if he got hits the first two times, he wanted four. I learned from him that every at-bat counted; I learned not to be satisfied with a goal easily reached.”


  Aside from such daily goals—game goals—players set long-range goals. A hitter might aim at batting .320, for example. If at mid-season he is hitting .240, it would serve the player to change his season’s goal to a more realistic figure. Unattainable goals create pressure because they can make even a good performance unsatisfactory. That hitter won’t feel any sense of accomplishment, even on a good day because of the overall frustration of reaching for the unreachable. Either he should change his goal to a more realistic season’s average (.280?) or start fresh by setting a goal of .330 (assuming the .320 at the season’s beginning was an attainable goal) for the second-half performance.


  “Result goals” (i.e. 20 wins, 100 RBIs, .290 batting avg.) whether long or short range, are measurable and can therefore aid the player in honest self-evaluation. That is why revision of goals is so important. The goals should encourage the player to work hard and be rewarded for his efforts. They keep him aware of what he wants to achieve and what choices he has. Excellence is largely dependent upon knowing what should be accomplished, how it should be accomplished, and how much the player believes in his ability to accomplish what he desires.


  This point is best illustrated by the example of former tennis star Virginia Wade, who, prior to her magnificent victory at Wimbledon in 1977, had suffered from what she called “post-competition feeling(s) of emptiness.” Before a tournament that year, Ms. Wade made a determined and single-minded effort to change her “basic self.” She had always “wished” to win the Wimbledon final, but had never “actively wanted it.”


  There is a big difference between the two attitudes and she identified it for herself. “If you waste time wishing, you can’t be alert to any of the practical solutions marching by you,” Ms. Wade said. She set about changing her behavior.


  “I was more than ready to want Wimbledon for myself. I thought about it every day with that goal uppermost in my mind. New ideas came to me. How to do it. Why I deserved it. Soon I had a realistic picture of myself winning Wimbledon. It was not merely a dream. I knew exactly what I wanted and how to get it.”


  How To Get There—That’s the key! If someone from another planet touches down in the middle of the Sahara Desert, looks around and says, “My goal is to get to Kokomo, Indiana,” he’d better have a plan. If Kokomo is his exclusive goal and he starts walking with no other sense of direction, his chances of ever seeing Indiana are not very good. Our outerspace man must do more than just dream about getting there, as Virginia Wade realized, and as baseball players must also realize.


  Process Goals


  Setting a broad goal, then, is not enough. Tennis players, baseball players, and extra-terrestrials all must focus on the method—the process—of getting the desired result. For baseball players, the result goals we spoke of—statistical goals—relate to box scores and record books. Pete Rose set his sights on the record book for many years. Two-time National League MVP Dale Murphy sets season goals every spring; New York catcher Gary Carter, a frequent All-Star, is very conscious of game goals and wants to be in the Hall of Fame. Yes, long-range, intermediate-range, and short-term goals are important and useful. But they all look toward the end results. The means to those ends—the “how to get it”—are the process goals: the specific methods of getting the job done. All the best achievers—Rod Carew, Pete Rose, Don Mattingly, Roger Clemens, etc.—have known how to apply that focus, whatever their broader goals may have been.


  Pete Rose knew that the only way to surpass Ty Cobb’s hit record was to do what had to be done during each at bat. On each pitch his process goal was “See the ball, hit the ball.” That was his immediate goal, his constant focus, his self-command—time after time, after time. He made it simple. He made it functional. He made it past Ty Cobb.


  Tom Seaver won more than 300 games. In 1970, he set a goal of winning 30 games. This was not entirely unrealistic in light of his known ability, but he pushed himself unreasonably, pitching with only three days rest in August of that season.


  “If you’re going to be effective,” he told author Devaney in The Perfect Game, “you can’t rush things. You can’t be greedy. You can’t go out and beat everybody in the world pitching every other day.”


  You can’t allow yourself to forget that you possess the goal; the goal should not possess you.


  Two years later, Seaver acknowledged that he had learned as much about goal-setting as he had about pitching. “. . . I know that just as I am refining my pitching, I am refining the pleasure I get from it. A victory used to give me pleasure, then a well-pitched inning, and now I get satisfaction from just one or two pitches a game. I get in a situation where I have to apply all I know, mentally, physically, on just one pitch.”


  And so it should be: One pitch at a time! Seaver got great satisfaction, he said, “in knowing that for one specific moment (he could) achieve perfection.”


  These specific moments—on the mound, in the batter’s box, in the field, on the base path—hold the immediate goals of every outstanding player. They are the goals of execution: Action goals.


  
    Action goals confine the player’s thoughts.


    Action goals direct his focus.


    Action goals leave no room for distractions that interfere with top performance.


    Action goals help the player assert as much control over his situation as possible, and if the controls are the right ones, the player is much more likely to reach his broader goals.

  


  Focus and Control


  These are the essential elements in great ballplayers’ approach to their game—controlling their game results from proper focusing, which is a result of properly set goals.


  As mentioned, focus should be on specific performance and behavior. This includes the action of the body and the action of the mind.


  
    “My goal is to hit the breaking pitch better.”


    “My goal is to get a better jump on balls hit over my head.”


    “My goal is to pitch more effectively on the inside of the plate.”


    “My goal is to relax more while at bat.”


    “My goal is to concentrate better on the game situation before the batter hits the ball to me.”

  


  Self-Improvement


  These “right” goals are the building blocks for improvement. Practice time is the right time for the player to form the foundation for success. Games provide the opportunities to test for structural soundness. Necessary adjustments must then be made.


  Judgment of success is thereby focused on the player’s own specific approaches and actions, not on statistical results or victories and losses.


  The focus on self-improvement also transfers the concern from the opponent to the performer. It will come from the belief that the player is responsible to himself and for himself—for what he does, not what his opponent does.


  The focus will dictate the language of self-improvement, which is the language of self-control; of positivism, not negativism; of relaxation, not anxiety. How the player talks to himself determines how he thinks. How he thinks determines how he plays.


  Positive and Negative Goals


  Goals are actually directed toward the reduction of anxiety in players. (That’s why it’s so important that they are attainable.) They motivate, as we know, and they guide the player in a desired direction so he can increase the probability of success. This, in turn, should relieve whatever anxiety he feels. Yet poorly constructed goals are also motivators, though not good ones. They can be the cause of anxiety and increase the probability not of success, but of failure. The right kind of goal-setting is the first of many mind games to be won.


  Wanted: Quality Thoughts


  A physical performance is the outcome of a thought. Players cannot ignore the mental activity that precedes these workings of the body. We’ll reiterate: the mental message will dictate the physical action and help determine its quality. A negative thought is not a quality thought and it doesn’t lead to quality action.


  When it’s said that people are creatures of habit, the statement usually refers to physical habit. However, we all have habits of thought as well. A thought has been learned and used so often in similar situations that it becomes automatic. It often drops from conscious awareness; we don’t even realize we’re employing it. The thought becomes part of a “programmed” behavior. Negative programming hinders us both as athletes and as human beings.


  Negativism isn’t a philosophy, it’s an attitude. It’s the attitude of a player whose nerves aren’t as strong as he’d like them to be. Attitudes can be changed, but first they have to be recognized. It’s quite common for a player to think to himself, “I don’t want to boot this ground ball,” or “I don’t want to walk this batter.” The word “don’t” will not get through to the body. The word carries no functional image. The phrase “boot this ground ball” does bring forth an image. The expression of a negative goal will therefore emphasize an undesirable image—and the error or the walk is more apt to be made. The body tends to do what it hears most clearly; the mind tells the body what it sees most clearly. So, thinking about what you don’t want to happen greatly increases the chance that it will happen.


  Even All-Star players such as former Philadelphia Phillies third baseman Mike Schmidt and Atlanta’s Dale Murphy have fallen into the trap, as have all of us who are human, when they expressed “don’t goals” in the recent past.


  “I don’t want to strike out as much this year,” (one of Murphy’s 1983 goals) redefines itself as, “I don’t want to strike out in this at-bat,” and ultimately is translated as, “I don’t want to miss this pitch.” This attitude can be corrupting—for anyone. It can lead to fear of failure, to a player’s belief that he will strike out. His belief becomes what is known as a self-fulfilling prophecy. The player, predicting failure, fails.


  In 1983, while with the Los Angeles Dodgers, second baseman Steve Sax had a terrible time making the simple throw from his position to first base. The more time he had, the more likely the ball would miss its target by a wide margin. Disgruntled home fans who sat in the stands behind first base took to wearing protective helmets. Sax was frustrated, embarrassed, helpless—and certain his problem wasn’t physical. “If anyone has a solution, let me know,” he said at the time. Sax probably received more suggestions than he had bargained for, but the most common, judging from his later reaction, must have been, “Just don’t think about throwing the ball away.”


  Of course, he had been thinking exactly that, but such advice was not helpful. Sax responded, “If someone said to you, ’Don’t think about elephants in the next two minutes,’ naturally you’re going to think about elephants.”


  The image implant is “elephant,” and the word “don’t” cannot block out the elephant image. Sax needed to hear what he should do Gust as Schmidt and Murphy would have been better off saying what they should do [make good contact, etc.]). Sax knew what he shouldn’t do, but that wasn’t enough to solve his problem because it gave him no directive for positive action.


  Gary Carter recalled the 1983 All-Star game. “I was catching some of Steve’s throws prior to the game, in infield practice. The second ball he threw to me at first base he air-mailed and hit some reporter. It wasn’t even close to me. Then, all of a sudden, I tried to signal to him to get over the top with his throws, and every ball he threw to me was perfect.


  “Then he got into the game, and the ball was hit to him by Manny Thillo and, I’m telling you, I was behind the plate and I knew he was going to throw it away. I just knew it. He hadn’t kept a positive outlook. He’d said to me before, ‘Hey, I’m in the major leagues, and I can’t even make a throw from second base.’ Now, he should have said to himself, ‘Hey, I gotta be here for one reason; it’s gotta be that I have the talent.’ But if he lets that other stuff play on his mind, he’s not going to be in the big leagues very long.”


  On double play throws or the quick “bang-bang” plays, Sax threw well. He didn’t have time to allow his self-doubting thoughts to interfere with his body’s confidence of movement.


  Self-Doubt


  Self-doubt can develop at any level, in any performer. A young pitcher throwing his “good stuff” is being hit hard—line drives to outer-field regions—on a given day. The thoughts come quickly: “Maybe my stuff isn’t good enough; maybe I can’t pitch in this league; maybe I just don’t have it.” That is a path into the depths of disappointment, frustration, anger, or depression. Positive motivation is lost; functional, directive goals are forgotten because the pitcher is losing confidence. He is losing a positive and realistic attitude and losing control of his game—and himself. Negativism and defeatism are in control and all that does is to increase the positive control of the opposing players and teams.


  Hoping vs. Believing


  “I hope” is another phrase to be avoided. Hoping you will means you don’t believe you can. By hoping you won’t you most likely will. Hoping they don’t (“I hope they don’t hit the ball to me”) means you’re afraid they will. Bad hopes. Awful goals. They are not truly directed toward success, but rather at a hope not to fail.


  “I Gotta”


  For all his understanding of the mind’s role in a player’s performance, his own included, Gary Carter has occasionally fallen victim to the “I Gotta Syndrome,” still another link in a chain of poorly-stated goals. Though the wording doesn’t sound negative, the thought behind the words certainly is. It suggests, “If I don’t, I’m a failure.” The sense of urgency is the clue.


  Carter shares most hitters’ particular dislike for the dreaded “ofers” —0–3, 0–4, or worse. He was asked how he behaved before a fourth at-bat during a game in which he has been held hitless in his first three at-bats. He admitted that he has said to himself in the batter’s box, “I gotta get a hit now.” He acknowledged that this tightened him up considerably, and he recognizes that being relaxed is “one of the most important things in performance.” His or anyone else’s.


  How often had Carter gotten that hit under those conditions? “Rarely,” he said, with a wry grin. “There are times when your mind plays games. A player gets himself out when he thinks like that.”


  The mind should always be in the game, playing along. But, we reiterate, the quality of the mind games will affect the quality of the body’s game. Thinking that you must do this or must do that during the moment it is to be done—or even before—indicates an anxiety that will surely harm the performer and weaken his performance. The anxiety is based on a fear of failing.


  He Who Makes Goals Takes Risks


  To aspire to great achievement is to risk failure. Many players are reluctant to set high goals because of this risk and the fear that may go with it. Many others are brave enough to set the goals but not brave enough to make an honest effort to achieve them. The thought of trying so hard and not succeeding can be very intimidating. The best players have had fears of inadequacy, but the best players ignore or suppress them, determined to overcome them and gain control of their thoughts, feelings, and behavior. When they do that, they exemplify a “winner’s” approach.


  [image: "I gotta get a hit!"]


  Everyone needs to feel self-worth, but the winners are those who, though success-oriented, recognize that everyone meets with occasional failure. They understand that failure reflects on the performance, not the performer. Not the person. Never the person. A winner will simply try again and work at being more effective next time. He establishes just what he must do to make the next effort a better one. And he continues to assess his efforts and make the necessary adjustments—even if “next time” is not a successful time. Failure, as well as success, will act as a positive motivator for the winner.


  Rick Sutcliffe won the National League’s Cy Young Award in 1984 and was second in the 1987 voting. In 1979, he was the Rookie of the Year, pitching for the Los Angeles Dodgers. On October 3, 1981, Dodger manager Tom Lasorda informed Sutcliffe that he was being taken off the team’s post-season roster. Sutcliffe felt the loss of self-esteem, and Lasorda’s office felt the effect of Sutcliffe’s loss of control. The young pitcher upended the manager’s desk and did considerable damage to his office. He and his athletic achievements have come a long way since. His difficulties—his failure—moved him forward. Changing his mental approach became an important goal. His performance was positively affected.


  Said Sutcliffe, “I don’t have Nolan Ryan’s fastball, and I don’t have Steve Carlton’s slider or Mario Soto’s changeup, but when I go to the mound the one thing I usually take with me is a good attitude.


  “That’s something I’ve believed in basically the last three years (’82, ’83, ’84). If I work harder and believe in myself, then I will be successful.”


  No Goals Set, No Limits Reached


  Every time Sutcliffe takes the field for a game he has an objective, something he aims to accomplish or achieve. Success is on his mind—on the mind of the 1985 Cy Young Award winner also. Dwight Gooden advises, “Just keep feeling you’re the best out there. You never give in . . . you’re in command.”


  On the other side of the spectrum is the failure-oriented player, whose self-doubts and anxieties lead him to believe that his lack of ability is responsible for his failure, that luck is responsible for his infrequent successes and that his effort is therefore useless. He protects what self-esteem he has by not trying hard. The irony is clear: by giving a half-hearted effort, he almost assures the very failure he wishes to avoid.


  Yes, he desires success, but he’s afraid to set goals that might lead him there. He’s afraid his self-worth will continually be threatened by the further expectations others will have for his future successes and achievement.


  Former big league infielder Enos Cabell once said, “I don’t want to be a star, they get blamed too much.” Cabell implied that stars are required to be too successful too often. Wanting to be a “star” is not a good goal to frame in the first place. Not wanting to be one is worse, in that it suggests a reluctance to be a top performer—or an excuse for not being one.


  The need to achieve creates a real and understandable pressure, and one way many players try to eliminate the pressure is not to set any goals at all. In these cases, “goals are set by default,” wrote Jim Newman in Release Your Breaks. “Whatever you think about most will function as a goal.” It’s not a deliberate or conscious intention. Still, when a player fails to set specific, positive, controllable goals, and instead spends time concerning himself with pressure and failure and the consequences, he has inadvertantly set a goal of failing.


  Goals Help, Excuses Hurt


  Failure-oriented players have another protective device—the excuse. Bad bounces, bright lights, an injury, umpires, vague illnesses are common excuses. Blaming teammates’ performance is another. Children most often transfer blame, and so we consider such behavior childish. But people of all ages—players at all levels—all too often employ the same tactic. Pitching for the champion Minnesota Twins, Frank Viola was the World Series MVP in 1987 and the Cy Young Award winner in 1988. In 1981 he was 10–0 as a junior at St. John’s University, and he won a 12-inning, 1–0 NCAA playoff game, defeating New York Mets pitcher Ron Darling, who was playing for Yale. Viola was pushed to the majors in 1982 with less than two years of minor league experience.


  [image: Reprinted by permission of United Feature Syndicate. Inc.]


  The higher level changed his statistics and outlook. “I got hit hard, and it shook me up,” Viola recalled. “I doubted myself on every pitch.”


  And he provided many excuses for his poor performances. In 1984, the excuses disappeared and the successes appeared. “I stopped pointing the finger at somebody (else),” said Viola. “I’m at fault when I lose, nobody else. It’s part of maturing. . . . Now, I’m committed to every pitch. I’m a new man.” He is now a success-oriented man with defined goals and a redefined self.


  The “winner,” we have said, adjusts his goals. By lowering his sights, because he knows it is a realistic thing to do, he avoids failure. The “loser” sticks to unrealistic goals that are beyond his skill level. He feels the pressure they create and allows the resulting failures to remain with him. His past assures his future—more failure. “Winners” live in the present, with new goals, when it is necessary and appropriate to create them, and with a zest to achieve them.


  Golfing great Jack Nicklaus knows it is always important to keep the desire to work toward goals. “Otherwise, stop competing,” he advises.


  __________________________


  SOME FURTHER ADVICE FOR THOSE WHO CONTINUE TO COMPETE:


  
    A) Goals must be compatible. The attainment of one of them should not interfere with the attainment of any other.


    [image: Viola tended to aim the blame at others.]


    B) Goals should be limited in number. Attention can then be concentrated on those few. Goals can always be added to the list, once success and further confidence are established.


    C) Goals should be prioritized. The most important, the most immediate, should be right up at the top of that list.


    D) The list should be in writing. Putting the goals in writing encourages the writer’s personal commitment to specific and directed behavior. The writing process helps assure that the goal-setting process is thought through, rather than being casually created.


    Outfielder Gary Ward struggled into June of the 1982 season, when he was playing for the Minnesota twins. He was “ready to climb the walls.” He couldn’t sleep at night; he considered himself “a nervous wreck” and worried that “it might be all over.” Though very capable of controlling his emotions and tension, Ward did not do so until he listed that control—in writing—as one of his goals. He had a number of other goals and put them all in writing, with fine results, he thought.


    [image: Ward's Slats "Before Control"—1982 AVG. HR RBIs .226 6 17 Ward's Stats for the Entire Season—1982 AVG. HR RBIs .289 28 91]


    E) Reread the list of goals regularly and judge behavior and performance honestly. Gary Ward made a habit of referring to his list of goals daily. “It took me a long time to come up with them; I wasn’t going to let them slip away,” he explained.


    F) Remember to make the most important goal(s) relate to the job at hand. The “how in the now.”


    One-pitch-at-a-time goals—“See the ball.” “Throw a good low strike.” And so forth. These are the goals within the player’s immediate control during the ball game. These are the goals that keep the player’s focus on function. They direct his mind and body. They assist him in his effort to reach maximum capability.

  


  That effort is evident in every great player, during good streaks and bad. He knows what he wants; he knows how to go after it. No one can do more; no one should do less.


  [image: I know they expect me to hit 300. I better be able to or else... I know what I want to do—and I know how to go about doing it.]
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  EXPECTATION


  The Wrong Goals of the Wrong People


  On the final play of the historic Thanksgiving holiday football game in 1984, Boston College quarterback and Heisman Trophy winner Doug Flutie threw a spectacular 64-yard pass into the end zone for the touchdown which defeated defending national champion Miami, 47–45. Flutie was spectacular throughout the game, throughout the season, throughout his entire college career. But that one last-second throw seemed to represent to many just how great a player he truly was. Flutie recognized that the play gained immediate inclusion in the annals of sport history. He also knew there is a price to be paid for such an honor.


  “I think people are going to be waiting for something,” he said, “and I don’t know if I have anything for them.”


  Flutie sensed at the time he spoke that people not only would want him to continue to prove his outstanding ability, they would expect him to do so.


  How much does an athlete have to achieve to “prove” himself? Flutie had established his great ability long before THE play. To whom does the player have to “prove” himself?


  The answers to these questions are closely related. First, what an athlete has to do to “prove” himself depends on who is setting the standard for his performance. Obviously, the goals we spoke of in the previous chapter are, for the most part, set by the player himself. (A coach or manager can be part of the goal-setting process, but the player and coach must be in agreement about what is realistic and helpful.) Then, who is best able to judge how performance measures up against goals? The answer should be: the player himself.


  “Perform without fail what you resolve,” Ben Franklin wrote, long before baseball was being played. The word we’d like to emphasize in Franklin’s sound advice is “you.” You resolve.


  Goals are set by “you,” the player—the individual. That’s why we choose to devote an entire chapter to distinguishing between resolutions of a player and the expectations of others for that player. Those expectations can damage the player’s game and his view of himself as a performer—and as a person.


  Who are these others? They are parents, Little League coaches, minor league managers, teammates, fans, organizations, the media, and anyone else a player allows to determine what level of performance he must reach and when he must reach it.


  Before documenting the case against “outsiders,” let’s look at the motivation of the “insider,” the player. Literally millions of young people desire to become professional baseball players. These youngsters have fun just playing the game, when adults do not corrupt the game and the youngsters’ attitude toward it. They see their fun extended through their early adult years; they see the romance of being a big league star and celebrity; they see pay for play. A typical childhood dream. An improbable goal. But the kids still have fun.


  People young and old are motivated by needs. Having fun, being stimulated—aroused—is an important need. So too is the need to feel worthwhile—to feel able and successful. To feel a sense of achievement. The degree to which people share needs is different, as is the way they satisfy them. But it is generally agreed upon that we are alike in the basic nature of our needs. The need to have fun is satisfied most when we are young. There are many reasons for this, but as it relates to children playing baseball the reason is clear. The goal of the youngster changes as he becomes more involved in organized play. These days, the organization comes early. Adults are the organizers, and they have their own way of satisfying their own needs. The young players often become the means to the adults’ end. Fun can easily go out of the game for all involved.


  [image: An “adult” makes his expectations known.]


  The player who can retain his joy for baseball is the one who has not let others’ needs intrude upon his own. He is also the one most likely to perform best, and that, in turn, will help keep the fun in the game. His senses won’t be dulled; his being won’t be threatened. He’ll be able to concentrate on what he’s doing. He will be in control of himself and, as much as is possible, in control of his situation in the game. He becomes the game—and he “plays within himself,”—the phrase commonly
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