
BEACH TRACK CLUB MENTAL RESILIENCE

B E A C H  T R A C K  C L U B

MENTAL
RESILIENCE
Thinking traps, self-talk, energy management, and the habits that
keep athletes consistent under pressure. From Coach Dan
Pfaff's notes, based on U.S. Army mental resilience research.
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"Mental resiliency is the separator between high-performing athletes
and those who underperform or are inconsistent."

W H AT  TO  E X P E C T

Pressure compounds as the big meets get closer. An average season includes about one major
injury, two or three mid-size ones, and a couple of chronic issues. Skilled performers know their
own arousal curve and manage it. That's the job, alongside the training.

R E S I L I E N C E

Researchers coded hundreds of personality traits and found the ones that reliably predict
bouncing back: optimism, effective problem solving, faith, a sense of meaning, self-efficacy,
flexibility, impulse control, empathy, close relationships. Use that list as a self-check at the end of
a training block or a season. Have accountability partners for each one; nobody does this alone.

T H E  A B C  M O D E L

An event happens (A). What you tell yourself about it (B) drives the emotion and behavior that
follow (C). The event isn't usually the problem; the belief is. Walk through the scenarios you'll face
this season, on the track and off it, and separate what happens from what you say to yourself in
the moment. Athletes who catch problematic self-talk and fix it are the ones who consistently
reach the podium.

K N O W  Y O U R  C R A F T

How long does it really take me to prepare for a meet? Ten seconds or two weeks?

Who are the top five athletes in my event? How do they train? What traits do they all share?

How many hours a week do I spend worrying? "Worrying doesn't create solutions."
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T H I N K I N G  T R A P S

EXTREME THINKING

Only the best or worst outcome, none of the middle.
CATASTROPHIZING

Imagining the worst case no matter how unlikely.

OVERESTIMATING

Inflating the odds that something bad happens.
FORTUNE TELLING

Believing you can predict the future. You can't.

OVERGENERALIZING

Sweeping judgments from one or two experiences.
Listen for "always" and "never."

MIND READING

Assuming you know what others think, and that it's
negative.

NEGATIVE FILTER

Seeing only what went wrong and none of what went
right.

CONFIRMATION BIAS

Hunting for evidence that backs what you already
believe. Outside counsel is the antidote.

To get out of a trap: know which events trigger it, know the belief underneath it, and think through
what acting on it would cost. Then ask the questions that widen the picture.

D E E P - R O O T E D  B E L I E F S  &  S E L F - TA L K

Examples: "I can handle whatever comes my way." "Asking for help is weakness." "I can always
turn it on when I need to."

Beliefs like these are common in elite athletes, and they can fuel reactions that are out of
proportion to the moment. Four questions for any core belief: Is it still meaningful today? Is it
accurate in this situation? Is it too rigid? Is it useful in the moment of fire?

I N  T H E  M O M E N T

Have a practiced plan for negative chatter mid-competition. This isn't about replacing every
negative thought with a positive one; it's a stop-gap that brings you back to right now. Three
antidotes: evidence, optimism, perspective. FEAR is often false evidence appearing real. Save
the deeper dissection for after the meet, where there's usually something to learn.
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H A B I T S

CONTINGENCY PLANS

Catch the catastrophic thought, name the best case, then the most likely case, and plan for each. Vaulters have
to be great at this; everyone benefits. Good contingency planning covers all outcomes, pre-meet and post-meet.

ENERGY MANAGEMENT

Breathing, meditation, and progressive relaxation all work, but only if you practice them systematically, not as a
cafeteria you visit when nervous. Rejuvenation counts too: sleep, laughter, other forms of movement, physio,
food.

GRATITUDE

People who habitually notice what's going right sleep better, recover better, and have better relationships. Keep
a list in your training diary and review it. If soldiers on a fourth tour can do it, so can we.

STRENGTHS

Know your own top strengths and those of your teammates, coaches, and competitors. Journal past moments
where a strength got you through a challenge. Use those in imagery work before big meets.

RELATIONSHIPS

Most catastrophic failures at major championships trace back to relationship problems. Respond to people's
good news actively and constructively. Give specific praise, not just "good job." Say what's bothering you clearly
and ask for the other side.

FAILURE

Learn to see it as useful. Find the benefit, then troubleshoot the facts that led to the outcome.

T H E  T W E LV E  B L O C K S
ABC. Thinking traps. Deep-rooted beliefs. Energy management. Problem solving. Put it in perspective. Real-
time resilience. Identify strengths in self and others. Use strengths in challenges. Assertive communication.
Active constructive responding and praise. Hunt the good stuff.

If anything here touches something you've been carrying for a while, talk to someone you
trust. That's strength, not weakness.


