
The pressure experienced by soccer players especially at a professional level is recognised as influencing playing performance. Heavy playing schedules, competition for team places, the media and fans as well as the pressure to win trophies all play a part in players developing high stress and anxiety levels. Even experienced players can suffer from pre-match stress. Developing ways to control this is important in order to prevent players from "falling" apart.

Stress and Anxiety

The Canadian researcher Selye describes stress as the "psycho-physiological responses of the individual to any influence which disturbs his inner-balance". These psycho-physiological changes do however depend on the individual's tolerance to stress. Stress as mentioned earlier can be due to many environmental factors although illness and nutrition can also play a role. The individual players' reaction to stress can involve aggression and anger or inversely, inhibition, regression and fear. Players are more at risk of injury when stressed due to their attention levels being disorientated.
Sports Psychologists can measure stress levels through specially designed questionnaires and by using measurements of heart rates to discover the psycho physiological stress levels. The body prepares for stress through the fight-flight reaction, which is the response of the body preparing for action via increased heart and breathing rate and the secretion of adrenaline.
Anxiety involves a feeling of fear or a perception of threat and which may be specific to a particular situation. Possible symptoms are nausea, loss of composure, reduced motor coordination and aggression. Potential stressors are the climate - temperature/humidity, circadian body rhythms - maximum effort is harder in the morning, jet-lag, playing environment - stadium, spectators, surface, game officials and finally stress created by opponents or between players and the coach. The intensity of these influences on stress depends on the individual perception or inner experience of the player. 
When players are alert but relaxed, they can make better, quicker decisions during a match. An over-anxious player will often make incorrect decisions. Athletes can as well be more motivated when they realize that they can control their anxiety and are then free to play at their top level.
By getting to know a player well, a coach can sometimes diagnose why he is over-anxious however, it may be difficult to get through to players suffering from anxiety thus much discretion is needed. A coach can look for various signs such as moments of anger or loss of confidence and players who no longer utilise their skills correctly. Players can as well become isolated and hide away from their teammates or become aggressive and blame everyone else for their problems. A good example is the centre forward who has not scored for several games who may blame the lack of decent service...

Relaxation

As a consequence of stress and anxiety, those involved in soccer especially at top levels are realising the need for pre-competition relaxation strategies. Helping the mental state will have a positive effect on the physical state of the player. Players using relaxation techniques may be able to control their thinking to remove tension and conserve energy. According to Bill Beswick a sports psychologist who has worked in top-level football for many years, the ideal performance state for a soccer player is that of "relaxed readiness" - possessing energy without tension. 
It must be mentioned that no relaxation technique is the best. Players should try various techniques until they find one they like and practice it (perhaps 1 or 2 times per day) so it can be used as a means to help in difficult moments. Many athletes seem to use Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR), which allows players to learn the difference between relaxation and tension. The player should lie comfortably, close eyes, breath easily, tense then relax all muscles and maintain a passive attitude.

Some techniques also use different muscle tense-relax exercises along with breathing exercises and meditation. Deep muscle relaxation is another procedure often used. A player forces his attention onto his left leg for example and imagines it getting heavier and heavier and eventually letting it sink into the floor! Generally, relaxation should result in decreased heart rate, blood pressure, breathing rate and decreased body metabolism. 
Anxiety can also strike during a game for example after a mistake. Bill Beswick lists 5 useful tips on how to recover from this.
1/ recover breathing control
2/ ease the tension out of the body
3/ talk yourself back into the positive
4/ let the fear go
5/ review your goals and reactivate yourself towards achievement.
Dedicated books and tapes are available containing detailed methods for relaxing. However, before using deep relaxing techniques, it is advised that any subject with a physical or mental disorder should consult their doctor.
Finally, some soccer coaches or players may not like using relaxation techniques. Other methods such as giving each player clear and precise instructions about his tasks and responsibilities (during the team-talk), giving objective information about the opposing team, explaining the risks to be taken and support he will have and giving praise may help to relax players and take their mind away a little from the game.

Conclusion

In soccer, players may need to develop relaxation skills to counter moments of stress and anxiety, which are interrelated. Not only does relaxation help reduce stress and anxiety but can facilitate rest and recovery. Players also need to develop a positive way of looking at the game during moments of difficulty. The coach needs to be aware of the various signs and symptoms of players suffering from stress and anxiety. A Sports Psychologist can help players to reach and stay at their maximal potential.
The use of Mental Imagery in Football

Mental imagery in soccer may be described as the repetition of a particular skill or movement sequence using pictures rather than actual physical movement. In other words it requires players to imagine themselves playing soccer. Imagery creates or recreates experiences that players have "lived" and aims at familiarising players with their tasks. Other terms describing are mental rehearsal and visualisation. There are two types of imagery: 
External: Where a player experiences imagery as though they were watching themselves on a videocassette.
Internal: Where a player experiences imagery as though they are actually performing the action.
It seems that internal imagery is more beneficial as it is more likely to recreate the actual sensations of competition performance. However, external imagery may be useful to build up confidence levels as footballers can see themselves "playing well" and also know that the coach and fans are seeing the same thing...

So why use imagery? Many players and coaches believe that it can help improve their game through the systematic mental practice of skill and helps players to focus and refocus before, during and after competition. Beswick (sports psychologist for Manchester Utd) lists several benefits of imagery for players and coaches:
- Reinforces self-belief and players see themselves as winners
- Learn self-control and developed strategies to cope.
- Practice mentally what they experience in the game
- Learn to focus and shut out distractions
- Improve relaxation and links mind and body to produce the right state of energy.
It can also be useful to allow players to visit the opponents ground prior to a match. This allows the imagery about next day's game to become even more vivid and thus more effective. Players can also use pre-match visualisation during their warm-up. They can rehearse their first involvement in the game such as a pass or tackle and also the general quintessence of their match play. 
In certain situations such as penalty shootouts, a player with effective visualisation training may be at an advantage. This can prepare them for the pressure of the kick by creating disciplined performance routines. Thus, whilst preparing for their turn, they can be mentally rehearsing their technique (already mastered through training and visualisation) and this will help keep their confidence and remove any distractions such as crowd noise.
Visualisation may be useful in stress management. Players can ask themselves what if a stressful situation arises and how they will feel. They can then visualise how they should react to regain control. Imagery is useful alongside relaxation techniques to avoid stress.
Another area where imagery can play a part is player confidence. Players who visualise themselves as winners are more likely to succeed in soccer. Also, finding the right state of energy is important. Mind and body are one so the body of a player who visualises positively, will prepare itself positively through increasing energy. Of course, players who negatively visualise performance will suffer and this needs to be turned around.
Finally, imagery can also allow players to rehearse skills when training is not possible. An injured player can use imagery to visualise his injury in a more positive way and to mentally practice his skills in preparation for being back in training.

The Mental Imagery Session

When undertaking visualisation sessions, it is important to respect several major points in order to fully benefit from this type of practice: 

- Use consistent, short, intense sessions and build up them up slowly
- Use a quiet room where you will not be disturbed
- Be relaxed but alert
- Set realistic attainable goals
- Picture should be done in a real environment as is more realistic, e.g. a penalty kick in a game
- Perform the skill from the beginning to end and at normal speed
- Always imagine the action is successful & avoid rehearsing errors
- Try to feel the movement using all your senses - physical sensation, sight, smell...
Players must imagine themselves in action on the soccer field. They can clearly see the scenes, the colour of the shirts, and the sound of the boot on the ball, feel the ground under their feet, hear the sound of the crowd and recognise the voice of their coach. Everything must be done correctly, nothing negative can be allowed to affect them and everything is vividly realistic. Once players have mastered the basic habits of imagery, they can start working on specific problems such as technique - shooting, heading, passing, ball control...
It may be useful to have a written copy of a visualisation practice using a stimulus-response procedure. This involves the stimulus from the situation (defender, pitch etc) and the response of the player undertaking the action. For example, an indirect free-kick situation.
Stimulus: I see our player touching the free kick and the ball laid off in front of me. I hear the defence shouting "close him down" and see their defender moving towards me at pace, perhaps too quickly. I see the goalkeeper positioned slightly to the right of his goal. 
Response: I fake to shoot and pull the ball back onto my other foot. I adjust my body and make room for the shot.
Stimulus: I see and feel the defender go past me and then see a slight gap at the left post. I hear my teammates shouting, "shoot". I see the goalkeeper, seemingly off-balance after my dummy.
Response: I see and strike the ball, feeling my head over it, my non-kicking leg next to it and my shooting leg following cleanly through. I feel my body slightly overbalance as I watch the ball whistle into the bottom left corner of the net.
Analysing your session can be useful as well. Could you see and feel yourself perform the skills, was it clear and at normal speed? Were you relaxed but alert and was the picture clear? Taking notes can as well be useful for highlighting any weaknesses in your imagery session in order to work on and gradually improve them.

Conclusion

Overall, imagery can be useful in helping improve soccer performance. The better players see themselves and their performance, the greater the chance of success. Various aspects of the game such as confidence, stress management, technique and game preparation can all be improved using good visualisation methods. Remember, what you see is nearly always what you get.
