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Ryan Hamilton
This past weekend I attended the Atlantic Coaching Conference at Mt. Allison University in Sackville NB. This conference has being going on for over 14 years, bringing coaches in Atlantic Canada together to work on their professional development and share ideas. On Friday night I sat in on a session called; Considerations and Expectations from the Outside by Ryan Hamilton. Ryan, originally from the booming metropolis of Plaster Rock NB, wis an entertaining sport psychologist from Fredericton NB. He had a valuable message that resonated with everyone from all sports. 
He used the analogy of climbing a mountain to describe one’s journey in sport. At the beginning the climb is rather easy. You cover a lot of ground in a short period of time. You improve quickly in your development as the obstacles are usually rather easy to overcome. At the end of the journey it requires a lot of effort and energy for a little gain in ground. Small obstacles can make a huge difference in performance. One must dig and claw for every inch of ground. Only those who have planned, prepared and persevere will survive. 
Expectations

Expectations shape the personality of a team. It is the foundation. It is what we value. They are what help you dig and claw when you are just about at the pinnacle of the mountain. In Ryan’s work with the National Lawn Bowling team these were the expectations that the team had at the world championships: 

1. There is no next time - Often when arriving at the “big game” for the first time coaches and athletes self-handicap (put their own obstacles in their way) themselves with the phrase; “there is always next time” or “we are here to learn”. This built in safety blanket allows people to slack off. The excuse for a poor performance is already built in. Just like climbing the mountain players need to learn to dig and claw for everything they get. This might be the only time we are here so let’s make the most of it. 
2. You will always defend your team mates – Too often players want someone to blame when things do not go right. Players need to avoid blaming others. You cannot criticize your teammates in public. 
3. You are the first cause and solution to every problem – Players and coaches need to take personal responsibility for their actions and for the outcome of their performance. People are not programmed to think this way. It is called the Fundamental Attribution Error. When someone else does something wrong it is a personality trait of that person. 
“That Mike is so inconsiderate. He is always late”. 

When we make a mistake we blame it on the situation. 

“It was the traffic that caused me to be late.” 

I found this so true when I think of how we generally speak about others. We are so quick to generalized about other people and label them in some way. This kind of thinking hinders our relationship with that person. 
4. You will perform and behave as a professional – The bigger the challenge the bigger the response. Focus is the key. Focus on your mental and physical performance. No challenge is too big is our response is bigger. I loved this statement. This epitomizes the mentally tough athlete.
Ryan’s advise to coaches 

1. That hard-ass negative thing you do; you’ll be best served if you use that as a tool and not as a personality. There are many roles that a coach needs to play. Do not compromise your ability to address concerns by acting or appearing to be too much one way. A coach needs balance. Some times an athlete needs a coach to be empathetic. If you are playing the “bad cop” role you cannot provide the assistance that athlete needs at that time. The opposite is also true. Some times a player needs you be the “bad cop”. They need you to speak the truth no matter how much it hurts. 
2. You know that problem she’s having, maybe it isn’t just mental. Too often coaches make statements like; “All the tools are there, but she had a mental lapse”. What the coach is really saying is the mind is a black box over which we have no control.  This is not true. How do you as a coach contribute to the problem? What things did you do to reduce the athlete’s ability to perform? What can you do to overcome these problems? So often coaches do little to assist athletes with the application of their mental skills. Failure to perform in the big game is not just mental. Using this as an excuse is an easy out for the coach. 
3. You can’t expect more from your athletes than you’ve been consistently getting. Past performance is the best indicator of future performance. Poor practice performance means poor game performance. There is no magical pixie dust you sprinkle on people so they now perform spectacularly in the game. I have heard coaches at a try out say; “Don’t worry about him, he is a real gamer. Just wait for the games and he will show you.” At the highest level you cannot turn it on and off. When dealing with developmental athletes you are not comparing apples to apples. The early maturing player is physically more developed. The effects of training do not make as big of difference. Remember this is early in the mountain climb. It is late in the climb when the impact needs to be seen. No great athlete at the senior level has ever been world class with out training. By allowing younger players to turn it on and off we are doing them a great disservice.

Short Snappers 
· Bad days – There is no such thing as a bad day. It is another way for people to justify a bad performance. Mistakes happen and bad performances will occur, but we cannot allow people to build in the excuse by blaming the day. No debrief takes place and no planning for things to change. Why change, it was the bad day!
· Be prepared - Expect preparedness. Everyone has the will to win, but few have the will to prepare. Planning and training is the key. 
· Take a step, make a change - Expect to encounter challenges and mistakes, but also expect to make adjustments and improvements. At the first roadblock you cannot stop your journey. You need to build in the right mentality when the terrain is not too challenging. This teaches you how to dig and claw when the going gets very tough at the top of the hill.
· Fight for inches - At the end of the performance it is the inches that count. 
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