
U 20: PSYCHOLOGY The Psychology of Competition 
The five S's of sports training are: stamina, speed, strength, skill, and spirit; but the greatest of these is 

spirit.                                                                                                                           Ken Doherty  
 

Training the body takes the right state of mind to excel in competition. 

A relatively new area in psychological research is sport psychology. However, the 

principles involved are much older. Ever since the time of the ancient Greeks a 

connection between the body and the mind has been recognized. For any 

professionals in the field of psychology it is considered scientific fact that the 

emotions and psychological health of an individual has a very significant bearing 

on their physical condition. Therefore, it stands to reason that for physical 

competitors searching for a slight edge, this connection needs to be explored and 

used to its fullest extent.  

State of mind There are numerous ways that athletes train their bodies. Weight 

training, push-ups and running are just a few of the physical training activities 

utilized by athletes regardless of the sport involved. There are also a variety of 

psychological training exercises that can be used by athletes. At the time of 

competitions, numerous elite competitors talk of being "in the zone". What this is 

referring to is the process of focusing totally on the task at hand, blocking out any 

distracting thoughts and giving the mind the ability to work through the task in a 

step-by-step fashion. Meditation is somewhat of a similar process. In and of itself, 

meditative work is a tool that athletes can utilize to train their minds. In the 

evening, prior to going to sleep, sit or lie down comfortably and allow your mind to 

become clear. Do not attempt to force this, as the very thought of forcing will break 

the meditation process. Instead, as thoughts come to you, allow them to pass again. 

Do not concentrate on them, but allow them to go in and out of your brain. At the 

beginning of this process, some individuals find it to be helpful to concentrate on a 

single thought. If this technique works for you then try it, but keep in mind that the 

final goal is complete freedom of thought. As time goes on, you will apply this 

state of meditation to competition 

Your inner voice The difference between failure and success can be a matter of 

simply self talk. Each of us has an inner voice that gives us a running commentary 

on the events in our daily lives. Learn to hear that inner voice. Literally speak out 

loud the word "stop" at any time that negative self talk starts, then implement 

positive conscience self talk, going through in a step-by-step method. When you 

are not in training or competition is the best time to learn to control your inner 

voice. By the time that you go into competition itself, your interior dialogs should 

be totally encouraging and supportive. Self talk and affirmations are related. The 

main difference between the two is that affirmations are delivered into the 

conscious mind. Prior to going to bed, and again just prior to a competition, look 

into a mirror and affirm five best strengths you have for the sport you are in. This 

will have the effect of building confidence in your own abilities. Learn to control 

any stress you may have. Stress can be either negative or positive, primarily 

determined by any attitude you may have towards it. Your body does not realize 

the difference between negative and positive stress, so it is your thoughts that must 

take over to establish that distinction. Instead of fear, learn to identify the feeling as 

excitement, and you will harness its power. There are numerous other 

psychological techniques that can be applied to competition. Nevertheless, the 

majority of the other techniques are based on the concepts of self talk, meditation, 

and stress management. If you can master these basic techniques you will begin to 

move forward on the right track towards having a competitive edge.  
 

Source: Adapted from : Korbin Newlyn http://www.buzzle.com/articles/the-psychology-of-competition.html 

New Vocabulary 
 

athlete 
bearing 
conscience 
excel 
failure 
harness 
implement 
 

Phrases 
 

stand to reason 
search for a slight 
edge 
have a competitive 
edge 
running commentary 
build confidence 
move on the right 
track 
 

Antonyms 
failure # success 
 

Suffixes 
 

affirmation 
comfortably 
confidence 
excitement 
meditation 
meditative 
professional 
psychological 
regardless 
supportive 
 

Compounds 
 

self talk 
step-by-step 
push-ups 

 
 



SECTION I  VOCABULARY ACTIVITIES 
 

A. Look up the meaning of the following phrases and give their Romanian equivalents. 
 

to build confidence to gain self-assurance a căpăta/ câştiga încredere 

to have a competitive edge   

to give a running commentary   

to stand to reason   

to move on the right track   

to search for a slight edge   
 

B. All the concepts listed below are related to competition. Use the words to fill in the spaces. 

 
 

1. They should always listen to their ………..............…………….. when they do not know what to do. 

2. Recent research shows that …………….…………….. helps athletes to recover faster from injuries. 

3. The pressure of the competition requires a lot of ……………..…………...……….. to be successful. 

4.  …………………………………………….…... is a technique which can be used to reduce anxiety. 

5. Researchers believe that self-confidence can be built with ………………...… and positive thinking. 

6. Athletes need many hours of ……………………………………..……..…….. to stay in good shape. 

7. One important step towards success is to build ………………..………...……. in your own abilities. 

8. Freedom of thought is a stage of …………………..……………. that can be applied to competition. 

9. Some psychological techniques are based on the concept of ……………...…….….………………. . 

10. ……………………….…………….. makes sometimes the difference between failure and success. 
 

C. Read the article again and match the following words with their antonyms. 
 

Model 1. success – g. failure 
 

1. success      a. weakness   

2. prior        b. similarity 

3. excitement      c. disconnect 

4. distinction      d. subsequent  

5. strength      e. unhelpful     

6. supportive      f. boredom 

7. harness      g. failure 

 

 
 

H. 

affirmations 

G. emotional 

control 

E.. psychological 

training 

G. stress 

management 
F. meditation 

E. physical 

training 

D. confidence 

C. self talk 

B. relaxation 

 
A. inner voice 

  

Competition 



SECTION II  LANGUAGE FOCUS 
 

The subjunctive has limited uses in English. The Present Subjunctive – short infinitive (all persons) 

– I suggest he stop as soon as he becomes tired; The Past Subjunctive – were (all persons) – I wish 

she weren’t so shy. (G.XVII) 
 

A. Fill in the blanks with one of these common phrases: 
 

God forbid      far be it from me      come what may       be that as it may       suffice it to say        so be it    
 

Model “Those stones burn my back!”  

          Be that as it may, they will reduce the tension in your muscles!       
 

1. I don’t want to explain. _______________________, Susan will resume the psychological training. 

2. If, _____________________________, you were to fall ill, who would take your place in the team? 

3. If you really want to abandon the competition, then ______________________________________. 

4. ________________________________, I am determined to learn these new meditation techniques. 

5. ________________________ to tell you what to do, but you would be mad to compete against him. 
 

B. The words in the following sentences have been jumbled. Rearrange them within the first and last 
words given, in order to make coherent sentences. 
 

Model better were wish you 

I wish you were better trained. 
 

1. they essential control mental their emotional is that 

It …………………………………………………………………………………………...…….. states. 

2. receive athlete insisted the new of should pair coach a  

The ……………………………………………………………………………..……………... trainers. 

3. to conscience implement self talk is very decision positive 

Their …………………………………………………………………………………………...…. good. 

4. stress learn to were manage the I would if 

I …………………………………………………………………………………………………….. you. 

5. learn desirable you to inner hear that is 

It ………………………………………………………………………………………………….. voice. 
 

C. Choose one suitable word from the box below to fill in the gaps. Some words may be used more than 
once. 
 

    were       is found      agree      hadn’t       understand       wouldn’t      be       didn’t       weren’t 
 

Model I would not argue with the coach if I _____ you. 

            I would not argue with the coach if I were you. 
 

1. Whatever his physical training activities _________, they are insufficient to make him win a medal. 

2. I’d rather you _______________________________ feel fear but excitement about the competition. 

3. It’s time you ____________________________ the difference between positive and negative stress. 

4. We recommend that the athletes ________________________ less anxious before the competition. 

5. Imagine you _______________________ alone in this race. How would it affect your performance? 

6. I wish they ____________________ so aggressive! It’s a competition and they need to be fair play! 

7. If he ___________________________________ doped, he will be excluded from all competitions. 

8. Whether they ______________________________ or not, our team is going to continue the match. 

9. We know our coach is right, but we wish she __________________________ yell at us all the time. 

10. If only I ____________________________ concentrated on my negative thoughts before the final! 

 
 
 



SECTION III  TEXT STRUCTURE  
 

An article is a piece of writing which offers information in magazines, newspapers, academic journals, the 
internet or other type of publication. In general, articles have five sections: headline, introduction, main body, 
conclusion and bibliography. 
 

  

 

 
http://www.donolsen.com           http://www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu/TimeMagazine          http://www.biggerfasterstronger.com           

 

A. Study the layout of the magazine articles printed above and rearrange the following jumbled text in 
order to obtain a coherent article. Use the two or three column format. 
 

Steven Pinker: How Our Minds Evolved 

By Robert Wright, author of Nonzero: The Logic of Human Destiny Monday, Apr.26, 2004 
 

Decades of social-science dogma depicted the human mind as having few built-in features--kind of 

like a computer with no programs, a blank slate. Pinker, along with others in the young field of 

evolutionary psychology, disagrees. For starters, he argued in The Language Instinct, we have a 

genetically based word processor, engineered by natural selection. Among the other legacies of natural 

selection, say the new Darwinians, are such impulses as jealousy and vengefulness. So Pinker draws 

fire from those who ascribe all ills to the corruption of pristine souls. But evolutionary psychology has 

a brighter side: love and compassion are also in our genes. Besides, Pinker notes, biology isn't destiny. 

"Nature," he quotes Katharine Hepburn's character in The African Queen as saying, "is what we were 

put in this world to rise above."  

Every half-century, it seems, an eminent Harvard psychologist crystallizes an intellectual era. Near the 

end of the 19th century, William James, writing in Darwin's wake, stressed how naturally functional 

the mind is. In the mid--20th century, after a pendulum swing, B.F. Skinner depicted the mind as a 

blank slate. Now the pendulum is swinging again. Harvard, which lured Pinker from the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology last year, seems poised to keep its tradition alive.  

Britain's Financial Times once described Steven Pinker as "a handsome man" with a hairstyle that 

"works equally well for Led Zeppelin front man Robert Plant." But even if the Harvard psychologist 

didn't look like a rock star, he would still play to packed houses on the lecture circuit. He has 

something rare among top-tier scholars, an ability to convey complex ideas with clarity, flair and wit. 

That's one reason his books--most recently, The Blank Slate--make best-seller lists even as they make 

waves in academia. The other reason is those waves in academia. Pinker is on the forefront of an 

intellectual sea change.  

 
Source: http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/ 

 

 


