How to Strengthen Your Mental Game
-By Mike Tully

I’m reading a wonderful new book called "The Boys of Winter" by Wayne Coffey. It’s the story of the 1980 U.S. Olympic hockey team and how it won the gold medal.

My favorite part so far concerns the two games that the Soviets and Americans played in February of 1980. In the first of those two games, a charity exhibition at New York’s Madison Square Garden, the Soviets crushed the Americans, 10-3.

Thirteen days later, when the game counted, the Americans rebounded to shock the Soviets 4-3. How did the two games only two weeks apart produce such different results?   Well, according to Coffey, the first result actually helped produce the
second one. He quotes the Soviet coach as saying that no matter how hard he tried, he could not get the players to forget the score of the exhibition game.  The coach knew that the Soviets had to keep practicing hard, but the players couldn’t help but think they were safe. They weren’t, as the second game proved. 

What does this anecdote have to do with your volleyball game? Everything. If you’re played or coached volleyball for any length of time, you know that it is a game of momentum. A lead can
make you feel safe, and, when the momentum starts to swing, panic can set in.


I'll never forget the year we won the state prep title at Lacordaire Academy. The final was a two-out-of-three, and we lost the first game 15-2. The other team was undefeated to that point, and when we took the lead in Game 2, they didn’t know what to do. When we continued to play well in Game 3, our opponents fell apart completely. They, like the Soviet hockey players, made the mistake of letting the score lull them into a false sense of security.

So, you say, if you’re not going to pay attention to the score, then exactly what should occupy your attention? Two things:

1. Always play the ball, and never the score. If the ball doesn’t hit the floor, the other team will find it tough to score points against you. If your attention is focused on the ball and not on the scoreboard, you can avoid the feelings of uncertainty and nervousness that can creep in during a game. 

2. Talk the game. From what I’ve noticed, teams that do lots of talking during matches usually have more fun and more success than those who don’t.   There’s always something to say on the court:  "Mine," "Outside," "Watch tip," "In," "Out,"  "Short server," the list goes on. Trouble is,  for many teams, at the very moment when they  need communication the most, they get quiet. 


Their nerves force them to turn inward, instead of projecting power and confidence to their teammates.

So if you want to avoid getting hurt by a momentum swing, make sure you’re concentrating on the ball and on  communication. This will make your team’s mental game stronger, and you will become harder to beat!
