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INTRODUCTION
Mental functioning is a key factor for sport high performance. Top performers in any sport, besides their athletic skills, show high levels of mental functioning most of the time, and in fact, very often, mental functioning is the difference between good performance and outstanding performance, between not achieving or achieving the athletic goals. Referees are also athletes, and therefore, their performance is also related to mental functioning. 

As any other top athlete, international basketball referees, as well as having good officiating technique, good physical condition and enough experience, have developed, throughout their career, good psychological skills, and so, their mental functioning is probably very good most of the time. If you think in your own, you will probably find good psychological functioning, most of the time, both in training and games.

However, this is an area in which you can still improve, as it happens in the technical and the physical areas. Improving your psychological skills will help you to enhance your officiating performance, especially in critical situations. 

During the clinics held in Munich and Las Palmas in the summer of 2008, a lecture on Psychology of Officiating was included within the programme. There, we discussed relevant psychological issues related to officiating performance. Here, through this web, we will remember and extend these topics, and further, we will be open to share any information about your own psychological experience, as well as to answer any doubt that you might have. The aim is to help your officiating performance by helping you to improve your psychological functioning.  
PSYCHOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF HIGH PERFORMANCE

Many psychological aspects may have an influence on performance. However, it is important to select and to organise those aspects which are the most closely related. 

In general, motivation, stress, self-confidence, level of arousal, concentration, self-control and teamwork are the most important. Behind them, self-esteem, perfectionism and conformism, may be also relevant. 

Motivation
This is the basis for high performance. If an athlete is not highly motivated, it is unlikely that he/she succeeds. Motivation gives you the energy to pursue excellence, and this a key factor for top performers.

Most of the athletes (including basketball officials) are reasonably motivated most of the time, but, in many cases, this is not enough to reach top performance. Motivation must be very high, and it is very important to feed it periodically.  

You can not improve, or stay at the top, if your motivation is weak. Therefore, you have to do something to keep your motivation high. In this page you will find some ideas. 

One, is that you always need to have an attractive incentive to officiate.

Why do I officiate?

Answer to this question and find an attractive motive. This motive may change. But don´t stay without an attractive motive! 

If you do not find one, keep thinking until you have your attractive incentive.  

Goal Setting
Setting goals will help you to keep your motivation high.  

In general, it is interesting to set both long-term and short-term goals. For example: goals for the whole season (long-term goals), and goals for a specific period (for example: next month), for a particular championship, or for specific games (short-term goals). 

It is also appropriate to set ideal goals, more realistic goals and goals in the case that things go wrong, as it is explained within the “Psychological Planning” section (see this section).

Goals should be very attractive, but, at the same time, they should be realistic. This is essential to keep balance between motivation and self-confidence, and will help to keep motivation high.

Likewise, goals should be specific rather than general. Specific goals are the most powerful.

It is also important to differentiate between outcome goals and performance goals. 

Outcome goals: These are goals that you may achieve as the result of your performance (for example: officiate the Euroleague final). They are a consequence of your performance, but they do not depend on your performance 100% (for example: you may have had a good performance, and despite that, you are not nominated to officiate the Euroleague final). Your performance influences the likelihood to achieve outcome goals, but it does not guarantee them 100%.

Performance goals: These goals are related to your own performance: Your officiating behaviour, your decisions, your actions. Things that depend on you 100% (or almost 100%).

Attractive outcome goals are very powerful to have a high motivation, but since they do not depend on you 100%, it is very important to complement them with performance goals. If you reach your performance goals, you will be in your way to achieve your outcome goals.

Setting goals is always a very important tool to optimize your psychological functioning. Specially when you are in a bad moment, or you are facing a period or situation that, in principle, it is not motivating (for example: when you have to officiate a game that, apparently, it is not interesting for you). For most of you, if for example you are in the Euroleague final, for sure that your motivation is high. You need to do nothing. High motivation is there by itself. But there are other games or periods in your career which are not so exciting, and then you need to do something.

In these cases, look for the positive consequences (short-term and, especially long-term consequences) of your good officiating. Set goals that may help you, that are rewarding for you, now or in the future. Look for an attractive incentive related to your good officiating. 

High motivation is very important, but it is also crucial that you control your motivation. Excessive uncontrolled motivation may impair your officiating. You may dream and pursue for ambitious goals, this is good. But always keep things in perspective, be with “your feet on the floor”, otherwise your uncontrolled motivation will play against you.

 In the section “Psychological Planning” you will find further information about Goal Setting. 

Self-Confidence

Self-confidence is the trust that we have in our own resources to be able to achieve a certain goal.

This is an inner process that implies having a real sense of both the difficulties of the goal that we want to achieve and of our own resources to achieve it.

You may strength your self-confidence by setting realistic goals, doing a good planning, anticipating possible difficulties and preparing for these difficulties (see the “Psychological Planning” section). 

Other strategy is to remember good past performances. This will help a lot before difficult games. Think (and even visualize) what you did good in past similar games. This will strength your self-confidence.

Objective self-evaluation after games will also help your self-confidence (see the section on “Self-Evaluation”).  A very interesting drill to strength self-confidence is to highlight the good things that you did and you may do again in future games, and also the bad things that you may change in future games.  

Good training (physical training and technical training) will also help a lot to strength your self-confidence. For example: to be in a good shape will help you both physically and psychologically.

Stress
Elite basketball is a very stressful activity. And so it is basketball officiating. Stress is a part of the game. And in fact, sometimes, stress may help you to be alert and ready to do your job. However, if you do not handle stress, this may interfere in your good officiating. 

Take sometime to think about things that provoke you stress.

- What does provoke stress outside the basketball court? (organizational issues, nominations, feedback and comments from instructors, newspapers, comments from other people, training difficulties, family issues, personal issues, travelling, etc.)

- What does provoke stress before championships or games?

- What does provoke stress during championships?

- What does provoke stress during games?

Which are the effects of stress in my general preparation?

Which are the effects of stress in my preparation before games?

Which are the effects of stress in my performance during games?
- What can I do to reduce or control stress?

See the sections of “Level of Arousal” and “Psychological Functioning During Games” to find relevant concepts and strategies to control stress. .

What does depend on me, and what does not?
A key aspect to strength motivation and self-confidence, to prevent stress, and to keep focused, is to distinguish between things which depend on me, and things which do not. It is a common mistake to waste energy thinking or blaming about things that do not depend on me, such as, for example, the nominations for the games or the evaluations made by the instructors. This creates an extra stress which is not good for mental health and performance. 

Instead, it is much more worth to focus on things that depend on me, such as, for example, being in a good shape, rest properly, be ready for next game or self-evaluate my performance after games. 

Being able to distinguish between both categories (depends on me? yes/no) and to focus on things which depend on me, is a very important psychological skill to develop. You may use a simple tool such as the one in the table, to think (and write down) about this significant issue.

OPTIMUM LEVEL OF AROUSAL
The best performance is more likely to appear when the athlete experiences his/her optimum level of arousal. Arousal refers to the level of general activation of the organism (physical and mental activation). 

The optimum level of arousal is a state of flow in which the athlete is able to perform at his/her best without conscious effort. In such state, he/she perceives, decides and reacts with accuracy, confidence and the proper amount of physical energy.

Athletes´ best performances have been made in their state of optimum arousal. If you think carefully about your best performances (how did you feel?) you will probably find a state of flow in which things were easy for you. You were confident, able to concentrate without effort, using the proper energy. This should be your optimum level of arousal. 

Now, if you use a 1-10 point scale to evaluate your level of arousal, think which number (or range of numbers) reflects your optimum level of arousal: 7?, 8,5?, between 6 and 7?

Under and over the optimum level of arousal, performance diminishes. Lack of arousal impairs concentration, and energy movilization. Excess of arousal enhances muscular tension, narrows concentration too much, and provokes either impulsivity or inhibition. 

Both, lack and excess of arousal, negatively affect perception, decision-making, reaction-timing and physical execution, so impairing officiating performance. 

Referees at their optimum level of arousal will officiate at their best, whereas referees underaroused or overaroused  will officiate worse.

Looking for your Optimum Level of Arousal
Each referee should look for, and find out, his/her optimum level of arousal. Then he/she should assess if he/she is at that optimum level. 

If the referee is not, he/she should use proper strategies to reach it. In this case, if he/she is underaroused, he should do something to increase his deficient level of arousal. But if he/she is overaroused, he should do something to decrease his excessive level of arousal.

As I said above, you may use a practical drill to improve in this aspect.

· First, think about your best performances and try to identify your level of arousal on these occasions (try to remember your sensations of arousal).

· Then, determine your optimum level of arousal by using a scale of 1-10 points, in which 1 is the minimum and 10 is the maximum arousal. Some referees may find that, for example, their optimum level of arousal is between 7 and 8, or somewhere around 8.5. Others may find their optimum level about 6. This is an individual subjective measure, and therefore, the level of arousal of one referee can not be compared with the arousal of other referee. What it is important is that every referee learns to identify, assess and modify his/her own level of arousal.

·  The next step is to think about strategies that in the past may have helped you to self-regulate your level of arousal, either increasing a too low level or decreasing a too high level. Most international referees will find strategies that have successfully functioned for them in the past. 

PSYCHOLOGICAL STATES RELATED TO AROUSAL

It is also interesting, and very helpful, to identify the level of arousal with specific psychological states. This may help you to assess your arousal and to decide if you  need to increase it, decrease it, or maintain it. 

Two “stairs”´ of adjectives referring to psychological states are proposed (see tables attached), from the lowest to the highest arousal. 

For example: some referees may identify their optimum level of arousal somewhere between ´comfortable´ and ´anxious´. Many would agree that “too much comfortable” is under the optimum level of arousal, and “too much anxious” is over. Many may recognise occasions in which they had been ´over relaxed´ or, at the other extreme, ´worry´ or even ´panicky´.  Some also may recognise the state of ´angry´ or ´embittered´, showing an excessive level of arousal that impairs officiating performance.

The drill here, consists on establishing your own optimum level of arousal around the different adjectives, so when a specific psychological state appear (for example: anxious), it will be easier to recognise if the associated arousal is the optimum level, or it is under or over the optimum.  

The upper parte of the first “stair” (anxious, worry, panicky) reflects a high level of arousal as a consequence of anxiety. When these states are present over the optimum level of arousal, it is likely that the referee reacts mainly with a defensive style (for example: feeling guilty for a bad call, compensating, fearing a bad report, etc.)

The upper part of the second “stair” (annoyed, angry, embittered) reflects a high level of arousal as a consequence of hostility (aggressiveness). In this case, it is likely that the referee reacts mainly with an offensive style (for example: confronting with coaches and players, calling impulsively, highlighting his authority, etc.)

The “1-10 point scale” to assess the level of arousal, and the two “stairs” may be used together. Thus, you may identify an specific psychological state and an specific number (both together) to indentify your optimum level of arousal (see table attached)

Task 

Think about your optimum level of arousal in different moments:

1. For a training session (best arousal to have a good practice session)
2. The day before the game (best arousal to prepare the game, rest, self-care and sleep)

3. Morning of the game (to be ready in the game X hours later)

4. When you leave the hotel for the game

5. When you arrive at the dressing room

6. During warm-up

7. 20, 10, 5 minutes before the tip-off

8. When the game begins

9. During the game

The goal is to be with your optimum level of arousal to officiate when the game starts. In order to achieve this, you may recognise your level of arousal previously in some of the moments mentioned above.

For example: You have learned that in order to have a “7-between alert and anxious” when the game starts (your optimum level of arousal) you need to have something around 5 when you arrive at the dressing room. So, if you check your level of arousal in this moment, and you see that you have 6, this would mean that you need to reduce 1 point to be at your optimum level in that moment. Then, you may do something to reduce 1 point. This will help you to reach the 7 when the game starts.

How to increase arousal

Too low arousal may be the consequence of lack of motivation and stress, and also of too much confidence. If you are underaroused, in order to increase arousal, think about this:

- Not enough interest?    What can I do to increase interest (motivation)? (for example: set attractive goals)

If this works, then it is ok. If not:

- Not worry or anger?   What can I do to increase worry or anger? (for example: think about bad consequences if I do a bad job, or about a past instructor´s report that I did not like)

In this case, worry and anger may help you to move-up to your optimum level of arousal.

- Am I too much confident about my performance?  What can I do? (for example: think about possible negative consequences of too much confidence).

How to reduce arousal
Too high arousal may be the consequence of too high uncontrolled motivation, excessive stress and low self-confidence. If you are overaroused, in order to decrease arousal, think about this:

- Am I too much motivated (uncontrolled motivation)?   What can I do?  (for example: put things in perspective; set realistic goals) 

- Am I too anxious, or worry, etc.(excessive stress)?  What can I do?  (for example: use self-talk to reduce overarousal, or strength self-confidence)

- Am I too angry (excessive stress)? What can I do? (for example: calm, focus on things that depend on me, an set an attractive and achievable goal)
- Is my self-confidence low?  What can I do to strength my self-confidence? (for example: remember past good officiating, set realistic goals, etc.).

For further information, see the sections on “Psychological Aspects of High Performance” and “During the Game”

PSYCHOLOGICAL PLANNING 

Planning is a very important issue for different reasons, including psychological reasons. Good planning helps you to improve your control over your preparation and performance, and this is very relevant to strength self-confidence and motivation. From the psychological point of view, planning may be significant at different levels:

1. Planning for long periods

· Planning for the whole season 

· Planning for specific periods

2. Planning for Championships and Games

· Planning for specific events (Championships)

· Planning for every game

Planning for Long Periods
Planning for the Whole Season

This is the moment to think about own strengths and weaknesses, and to decide a plan to strengthened strengths and to improve weaknesses.
It is time to relax and think carefully, with no hurry. 

· What are my strengths?   What can I do to strengthen these strengths?

· What are my weaknesses?  What can I do to improve my weaknesses?

You may use a tool such as the one in the table attached. Take your time and, if it helps, write it down.

Later, you may decide your main goals for the season. Clear specific goals are essential to keep high motivation and self-confidence, and also to stay focused.

It is interesting to establish goals at three levels:

· Ideal Goals: They are important to push you to achieve big. You need a dream. If you do not have a dream, you will never reach high goals. You need to have an ideal goal. Something that is difficult, perhaps very difficult, but… if things go very well, you may reach it. Ideal goals should not be impossible goals, but something that is really achievable if things go very well. 

· More Realistic Goals: Besides your dream, you need to have your “feet on the floor”. This means to be realistic, considering your past performance and the real chances that you might have. Ideal goals are achievable dreams. More realistic goals are something that should happen if I work hard and things go more or less normal.

· Goals in case Things go Wrong: You have to be prepared for the case that things go wrong. In top performance, many things might interfere. And sometimes, things go wrong. However, top performers never give up. If things go wrong, you still need a goal to help yourself to survive, and to do it as good as possible.

For each of these categories of goals, the next step is to make a plan to reach them. A plan for your ideal goals, your more realistic goals, and your goals in the case that things go wrong. Your plan should include your own actions, things that depend on you, things that you are able to do.

The next step is to anticipate difficulties that might interfere with your goals. To anticipate difficulties is a very important aspect to strength self-confidence and to prevent stress. It will be very useful for you to think, and to anticipate, the main difficulties that you might find in your way to your goals.

Finally, following the anticipation of possible difficulties, you need to organise a plan to be used if these difficulties arise.

You might use a tool such the one shown in the table. Take your time and think about:

1. Your main goals for the season.

2. Your plan to achieve these goals.

3. The difficulties that may interfere with your goals.

4. Your plan to overcome these difficulties if they appear. 

Planning for Specific Periods
You may use the same system for any specific period that you decide to highlight. For example: a period of three months before the summer season, a period after an injury, etc.  

Planning for Championships and Games
To plan for a championship (summer championship, final four, etc.) will help you a lot to perform better and to learn more from the experience. 

A simple, but a very useful tool, has three fields to be completed (see table attached). 

1. Main Goals: Here, you need to think carefully, and to establish realistic goals. For example: everybody may like to be in the championship´s final, but… 

      - Is it realistic for me? 

      - Does it depend on me? 

If it is not realistic, you should find another goal. 

If it is realistic but it does not depend on you 10% (such is the case of being in the final of the championship), you should focus on things that you might do, which depend on you, to have better chances of achieving your main goal. These things should be your goals (performance goals). For example: if you set a technical action as your performance goal, and you reach it, you will have more chances to reach your outcome goal (being in the final).

So, think on realistic performance before a championship. This will help you a lot.  

2. Main Difficulties: Here, you should anticipate possible difficulties. This will help you to prevent the surprise if these difficulties finally arise. It is important to avoid the “surprise factor”. If you are not ready for difficulties, they may destroy your psychological functioning during championships.

3. Plan in the case of the difficulties. Here, the purpose is to be ready in the case that the difficulties appear. You will feel more self-confident by knowing that you have the tools to manage the difficulties if they arise. 

Personal Preparation for Games

The same procedure may be very useful for your personal preparation before any specific game. This will help your self-confidence before and during the game, your concentration on the key aspects of the game, and your quick and good reactions if difficulties appear during the game. 

Visualization
One of the purposes of visualization may be to help the individual preparation for a game. The referee may close his/her eyes and imagine the scene of his/her next game (court, players, etc.). Then, he/she may imagine him/herself on that scene officiating, focusing on specific key actions for that specific game. 

Rehearsing these actions through visualization will help referees to centre their attention on the key aspects of the game, and to strength their self-confidence. 

For some people, it is easy to visualize simple images. But for others it is difficult, and the proper use of visualization requires some specific training. You may try to use visualization on the day before de game, to rehearse the key actions for the game, but if you find difficult to have clear images, or you feel lack of control over the images, it is better no to use this strategy until you have had the appropriate training.   

DURING THE GAME

The psychological preparation should aim to begin the game with the optimum level of arousal, focused on the key actions for your best performance, and properly alert to react accurately. 

Further, it is necessary to accept that, during the game, there will occur things that might affect optimum level of arousal and, therefore, interfere with good officiating. To anticipate these interferences, and to plan a strategy to control them, psychological skills are highly useful. You may use the table attached to think about possible interferences and to plan the appropriate strategy.

Among these possible interferences, may be, for example, own mistakes, teammates` mistakes, comments from coaches or players, arguing with coaches or players, players fighting, being affected by the crowd, having wrong sensations (feeling uncomfortable, tense or whatever negative), etc. For each referee, there are some situations with a higher likelihood to interfere in his/her good officiating. It is important that you think about this, and identify “risky situations” that might interfere with your best performance. Then, you will be ready to prepare a plan for handling them. 

During the clinics held in Menorca and Chieti in 2007, some referees highlighted “own mistakes” as a main source of interference in good officiating. For them, sometimes, making a mistake affects their optimum level of arousal and their concentration, impairing their officiating performance. They commented that some mistakes provoke negative thoughts during the course of the game, distracting concentration from the present play. It is obvious that mistakes (such as any other interference) should be properly managed, so they do not affect good officiating.

In order to control the negative impact of mistakes, it is important, in first place, to accept that own mistakes are part of the game, as they are for the players and coaches. So, it is not realistic to think that “I can officiate without mistakes”. 

When a mistake arises, the referee should be ready to accept it as a normal part of his/her job. Thus, the mistake will be less stressful and will have a lesser impact on arousal and concentration. 

Further, it is very useful to have a self-control strategy that can be applied to break the link between the mistake and the negative impact, and instead, to favour the referee´s attention on his/her job.

Basically, self-control strategies may be allocated within two big categories: self-talk and specific actions.
Self-Talk

Self-talk is what you talk with yourself. All of us, at some point, talk with ourselves. Appropriate self-talk may hep us to control our thoughts, feelings, concentration and actions, whereas negative or wrong self-talk may contribute to unproductive thoughts, bad feelings, wrong concentration and deficient actions. Thus, appropriate self-talk is a powerful tool to enhance officiating performance.
 As a strategy, self-talk should be different depending on the moment. Basically, it is interesting to differentiate among three moments throughout the basketball game: active periods, pauses between active periods, and half-time.

- During active periods, the game is on, and therefore, the referee can not self-talk very long, since he/she needs to stay focused on the present play. Then, it is crucial to prepare key words that may be used quickly, to break immediately the negative impact of an interference (for example: to stop immediately negative thinking after a mistake). 

 Key words should be direct self-instructions through words with a powerful meaning for the referee, and must be applied in an energetic way (for example: ¡run!, ¡position!, ¡focus!). Each referee should find his/her powerful key words and “bring them to the court”, so they can used them when it is necessary. 

For example: the referee makes a mistake, the game is still on, and then, the referee uses his key word: ¡focus!. This will help him to forget about the mistake and to concentrate on the present play.

- During pauses, the game is off (time outs, someone cleaning the floor, etc.), and therefore, the referee has sometime for a longer self-talk. Here, it is possible a quick constructive reasoning through key sentences that may help to “close” the mistake and be ready for next actions.  

Key sentences include constructive reasoning and also self-instructions to direct attention to own actions in next plays. For example: “relax!, it was only a mistake!, they are part of the game, what is important now is the rest of the game, focus on technique!”
- During half-time, a deeper constructive analysis may be done through self-talk. What is important here, is to learn from first half and to focus on key aspects to perform well in second half. It is not time to blame yourself about your mistakes on first half, or to think deeply about your officiating in general. All what it counts at half-time is your officiating during second half. 

Either during active periods, pauses and half-time, the main purpose of self-talk is to keep you focused on things that depend on you, your own performance.

Specific Actions
In this category may be included any action that help to break the negative impact of interferences and to focus on present or next plays. 

Your task is to look for successful strategies that you had used in the past. For example: 

some international referees attending FIBA Europe clinics, mentioned successful strategies that they have sometimes used, such us hitting their thigh with one hand. By doing this in the right moment (just after a mistake), they were able to eliminate negative thinking and to focus on next play. 

The kind of specific action to be used, should also depend on the moment: active periods, pauses, or half-time. 

As it happens with self-talk, actions during active periods should be meaningful, quick and energetic, whereas in pauses and half-time may be different. For example: a good action for pauses may be to breath deep and concentrate on self-regulation of arousal.
Obviously, specific actions may be combined with self-talk. 
Preparation of Self-talk and Specific actions 

To prepare self-talk and specific actions, it is interesting to use a tool such as the one included in the table attached.

You may prepare considering each situation that may interfere with your good performance.

AFTER THE GAME 

Self-assessment of the game is a very important aspect for psychological preparation. . Very often, referees spend hours to think and think about their performance without a useful method. Instead, it is more appropriate to use a simple tool as the one presented in the table attached. 

After-game self-evaluation should cover two fields: 

1. Constructive analysis of the officiating: The referee should think about ´good´ and ´deficient´ things, always in a constructive way to improve (Self-blame or blaming others is not constructive. It is important to accept mistakes and good things as a way to keep improving).

2.  Lessons learned: The referee should adopt some useful conclusions, both for the next game and for his/her whole career. 

Self-assessment is a very important aspect for a referee to grow. In a European championship it is a key factor to ´close´ the last game and be ready for the next. In any championship it is very relevant for experience. Good self-assessment will enrich experience and will help the referee´s growth.    

