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The importance of the Mental Game 

Yogi Berra, iconic baseball coach, famously said:  “The game is ninety percent mental and the other half is physical.” 

Not to be outdone and not being as mathematically challenged, action shooting and dry-firing coach, Steve 

Anderson, declared in a podcast : “This game is ALL mental.”  

Speak to any top shooter and you will hear that a good mental game is the key to good performance. Yet …, how 

many competitive or combat shooters spend a significant amount of time developing their mental approach and 

mental toughness? Some would even be embarrassed to admit paying specific attention to mental factors; after all, 

is mental toughness not the birth right of any real man?! Socialization influences aside, however, female athletes 

seem to be at least as mentally tough as men and are often more open to working on their mental skills. 

Words, words, words … 

In order to ensure that I am on the same page as readers, allow me a few words on terminology. I shall be using the 

terms mental game, mental skills and mental toughness interchangeably to essentially mean the same thing, 

essentially to apply your mind to improve your level of skill in any endeavour and to achieve that level of skill under 

any circumstances. I shall be using the terms sport shooters  and athletes interchangeably to refer to precision and 

action shooters in essentially any shooting sport. I shall be referring to combatants to mean police and soldiers, as 

well as civilians practicing self-defence.  This is more a why and what than a how article, but I hope to lay the 

foundation for shooters to work on their mental game. 

So, what is the Mental Game? 

So, just what is the mental game and what do you have to do to improve yours? The ultimate test of mental 

toughness and the mental game is in combat. Athletes can learn much from combatants and vice versa.  Back in 

2009 the US Navy SEALS increased recruit pass rates in their grueling selection process significantly by attending to 

four factors that could have come directly from a sport psychology text book. These four factors, also known as the 
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Big Four, are goal setting, positive self-talk, mental rehearsal and arousal control. These four also form the core of 

any mental game or mental toughness programme and are practiced in some form or other by just about all top 

class sportsmen and women.  They often also have their own sport psychologists as part of their couching 

entourage.  That is a luxury that even professional sport shooters typically don’t have and possibly don’t need. The 

system that I describe here should, after some initial training, enable shooters to manage their own mental skills 

programme and only call in professional help when things go really awry.  

A bridge too far … 

At this point readers may have come to the conclusion that they’ve done well enough up to now without all this 

psychobabble and that they’ll do well enough in future. Well, for those for whom good enough is good enough, this 

may well be true. But, if you strive to get to the next level and more beyond that, somewhere you may get to a 

bridge too far. The British airborne assault on the bridge over the Nederrijn river at Arnhem in 1944 was 

characterized as “a bridge too far” after it unexpectedly encountered a German SS Panzer division at the bridge and 

was annihilated. For a club shooter the first league may be a bridge too far and for a league shooter the first national 

championships. Top practical pistol shooters may have to work on their mental game to ensure that the IPSC World 

Shoot in France in 2017 do not become their bridge too far. 

A bit of neuroscience 

Before we proceed further, I need to take a shallow dive into neurocognitive science to show readers just enough 

about how the mind works to enable them to make sense of what follows and to make sensible use of the huge 

amounts of useful and less useful stuff on this topic on the internet. The main thing that you need to understand 

about the human mind, is that for our current purposes it consists of two systems. System 1 is the evolutionary older 

system hosted mainly in more primitive brain areas such as the basal ganglia and limbic system. It is intuitive, 

unconscious and fast, also characterized as automatic. System 2 is hosted in the evolutionary younger neocortex. It is 

rational, conscious and slower.  Brain function in System 2 is extremely resource intensive and the mind tends to 

default to System 1, which functions mainly through mental shortcuts and rules of thumb, called heuristics. The core 

of the mental game as I teach it, consists of the interplay between the Rational and Intuitive systems of mind. At the 

risk of oversimplifying a complex issue, that means to practice/train mainly in System 2 (Rational) and to 

compete/fight mainly in System 1 (Intuitive). 

An incident involving top Protea Production shooter, Rob Hopper, well demonstrates the unconsciously use of 

previously acquired expert heuristics while competing in System 1.  He was on his second last stage of the 2013 

SAPSA National Championships in Welkom. The stage was set among train trucks. Just after starting, he tripped while 

moving backwards and struck his head against a train wheel, momentarily losing consciousness. When he came to 

moments later, he was flat on his back, gun pointing downrange finger off the trigger. In a haze he realized that he 

had no idea what he had done with his gun on falling and he expected to be disqualified. The RO, however, indicated 

that he could continue if he wished to. He completed the stage with no recollection later of the stage. He was 

examined by a doctor and was diagnosed to have suffered severe concussion. The doctor recommended that he 

withdraw from the match. Those who know Rob, will not be surprised that he continued, shooting the last stage still 



in a daze. He went on to achieve top senior and second overall in the Production division against many competitors 

half his age. 

The significance of this incident is that Rob’s mind defaulted largely to System 1 when System 2 was, for all practical 

purposes, disabled. Well trained expert heuristics kicked in, he kept the muzzle pointed downrange and his finger off 

the trigger while falling, even though he had no recollection of it afterwards. He shot the rest of the stage and 

probably the last stage almost exclusively in System 1. His performance was minimally affected and he continued to 

a top class finish. It goes without saying that this was also a demonstration of mental toughness. 

The winning mind 

So, what does the winning mind look like?  Well, one cannot go far wrong by looking at the ancient Greek and 

Roman Stoic philosophers for the ideal mind-set. For now, however, the winning mind believes that it can win, it has 

confidence. It is always moving forward, even in adversity. It considers itself to be work in progress, always 

developing, always improving.  In the words of sport psychologists, John Kremer and Aidan Moran, it “travels light”. 

It does not become arrogant, it shrugs off expectations and has fun. The shooter with a winning mindset has an 

internal locus of control, which means that he or she accepts responsibility for success and failure.  You will not hear 

such shooters using external factors over which they have no control as excuses for their failures, even though 

objectively these may have played a role. It is more adaptive to acknowledge factors such as bad RO decisions, gun 

malfunctions, bad range design and inclement weather as relevant, but only to learn from 

A shooter with a winning mind manages not only that which he says to others, but also that which he says to himself. 

We engage in self-talk all the time, it is important to keep it positive and solution seeking, rather than denigrating. 

Goal setting, keeping it simple 

It is often said that if you aim at nothing, you’ll hit it every time. Goal setting is extremely important in high 

performance sport. The acronym SMART is often used, referring to goals that are Specific, Measurable, Achievable, 

Relevant and Time-bound. Extensive and complicated goals may be useful, but can also get you mired in irrelevant 

details. I like the approach of sport psychologist, Dr. Raymond Prior, who simplified the goal-setting process to just 

two questions; what are you committing to and what are you focusing on. To conclude the topic of goal setting, 

while outcome focused goals are acceptable for the long term, goals for actual competitions should be process 

focused. Shooters should focus on calling shots rather than on their score. They should focus on their own process, 

not on what other competitors are doing or achieving. You can control your own performance, that of your 

competitors you have no control over. Amazingly, the Stoic philosophers already had this insight around 300 BC. At 

around the same time and in another civilization, the Chinese sage Chuang Tzu, also knew of the importance of 

process over outcome , as this excerpt from his poem about an archer shows: 

He thinks more of winning 

Than of shooting – 

And the need to win 

Drains him of power 



Mental rehearsal 

Another one of the big four techniques in sport psychology is mental rehearsal, also referred to as visualisation. 

Mental rehearsal is a mental simulation process in which actions are imagined without actually performing them.  A 

mental rehearsal is the functional equivalent of the physical action, because the same brain areas activate and the 

appropriate muscles show activation on EMG. The time taken to simulate or imagine an action is similar to the time 

taken to actually perform the action. The closer it is in time, the more accurate your mental rehearsal.  Mental 

rehearsal is extremely time and cost effective. This is a factor of especial importance in South Africa, where most 

shooters are amateurs who, when they compete internationally, often do so against fully sponsored professionals. 

Finally, mental rehearsal is probably the single most effective technique to deal with match pressure and to ensure 

optimal performance at matches. It calms your mind and helps you focus for competitions, big and small.  

“Stress is a Messerschmitt up your arse” 

Which brings me to stress and arousal. To put stress into perspective, consider this quote from RAAF World War 2 

fighter pilot and international Australian cricketing legend, Keith Miller:  

“I'll tell you what pressure is. Pressure is a Messerschmitt up your arse. Playing cricket is not." 

We place pressure on ourselves by succumbing to our own expectations and to the perceived expectations of others. 

Shooting, fortunately or unfortunately, is not a high profile sport. Spare a thought for South African rugby and cricket 

players and be thankful that we as shooters are not equally under the spotlight. You cannot avoid stress and you 

should not try. Stress (excitement) is what drew you to shooting in the first place and it drives your performance. 

Manage your stress by focussing on process rather than outcome.  Breathing exercises can also help when you 

perceive your stress level as excessive. 

Pre-competition and competition routines 

Finally, all of the above are drawn together and integrated in a good pre-competition routine. That routine should 

include careful preparation and good organisation, as well as managing your actions and thoughts leading up to 

performing. It focusses your mind and gets you to the right place at the right time, with the right equipment and the 

right mind-set. It utilises System 2 thinking to get you into a System 1 mind-set when it’s time to perform. It focusses 

you on process and displaces thoughts about outcome. You cannot force performance, you let it happen. This 

applies to all matches, whether a club event or the world championships. Wherever you may be, you should achieve 

at your current level of skill if your mental game is rock solid, what more can you ask?  

------------------------------------------- 

 


