
 

Welcome in part 2 of the online course riderpsychology. Staying focused during an competition is 

often the key to victory (and losing that focus is the ticket to failure). A brief loss of concentration can 

mar total performance and affect outcome. Its critical to concentrate during a competition, even 

through adverse crowd noise, weather conditions, and irrelevant thoughts. Toplevel atletes are 

known to focus their attention and maintain that focus throughout a competition.  We have all heard 

stories of athletes who have performed poorly because they lost concentration, such as the ice 

skater who have missed the gun, the soccerplayer who missed a penalty because he was distracted 

by de noise of the crowd, the jumping rider who hit the last bar, the dressage rider who didn’t hear 

the reader… In this weblecture you are going te learn how to effectively cope with the pressures of 

competition and maintain concentration despite momentary setbacks, errors and mistakes.  

 

Part of concentration refers to focussing on the relevant environmental cues, or selective attention. 

Irrelevant cues are either eliminated or disregarded. When the environment changes rapidly, 

attentional focus must also change rapidly. Thinking about the past or the future raises irrelevant 

cues that often leads to performance errors.  



 

A rider does not have to attend all aspects of the skill because some of these become automated via 

extended practice. Attention is limited in the amount of information that can be processed at one 

time. But riders seem to be able to pay attention to many things when performing. This is because 

they can change from controlled processing too automatic processing as they become more 

proficient. Controled processing is mental processing that involves conscious attention and 

awareness of what you are doing when you perform a riding skill. Automatic processing is mental 

processing without conscious attention. As riders become more proficient and attentional capacity 

becomes more automatic, attention is freed up to focus on different aspects of the playing situation.  

 

Maintaining attentional focus for the duration of the competition is also part of concentration. This 

can be difficult though. Situation awareness is an ability that allows players to size up game 

situations, opponents, and competitions to make appropriate decisions based on the situation, often 

under acute pressure and time demands. Often it is necesarry to shift attentional focus during an 

event and this attentional flexibility is known as the ability to alter the scope and focus of attention 

as demanded by the situation.  Think about it: in your discipline, what is it your focus must be for a 

good outcome? For example: you have to switch from the voice of your reader through your horse 

and through the place in the arena so you can ride your exercise at the right place.  

 

 



 

 

Sometimes people come to me with the problem that they cannot concentrate. I always have to 

laugh about that because you are always concentrate on something, only not always on the right 

thing. Various types of attentional focus are appropriate for specific sports and activities. You can 

view attentional focus along two dimensions: width: broad or narrow, and direction: internal or 

external. An broad attentional focus allows a person to perceive several occurrences simultaneously. 

This is particularly important in sports in which riders have to be aware of and sensitive to rapididly 

changing environment which means they must respons to multiple cues. Think of polo or horseball. 

An narrow attentional focus occurs when you respond only to an object, such as the voice of your 

reader, de letters in the arena, the fence before you. External attentional focus directs attention 

outward to an object, such as the fence, the reader, the jury, the audience. An internal attentional 

focus is directed inward to thougts and feelings. In combination we can distinguish 4 types of 

attentional style: Internal broad, which means analyzing and using information gathered for decision 

making, Internal narrow which means rehearsal: imaging a specific technique or focus on specific 

internal sensations, External broad which means searching the environment for relevant cues, the 

planning phase and External narrow which means focussing: looking closely at a single object. 

Rehearsal and Focusing can be very relevant during the competition.  



 

We al have an unconscious preference in attentional style and we can get stucked in an disfunctional 

attention style, especially under pressure. Because: Increases in emotional arousal narrow the 

attentional field. So: it is very important to know were your focus must be for a good performance, 

you have to notice when you get stuck and you have to know how to switch form attentional style 

and which style works out for you. 

 

So, the only thing we have to do is switch from the disfunctional attentional style through the 

functional attentional style. That sounds very simple! Actually: It is very simple, we will give it a try 

now 

Focus on a specific object in front of you, for example a pen, a cup of coffee, a specific sound in your 

environment. This is the external narrow attentional style 

Now look around you, scan your environment. Try to see as much from your environment as you can. 

This is the external broad attentional style. 

Think about last weekend. What did you do? Try to replay your weekend. You can also worry about 

something you have to do, for example a homework exercise you didnt do. This is the internal broad 

attention style. 



Now i want you  to visualize an specific exercise with your horse, for example an shoulder in or the 

halfpassess. Feel your horse, see and feel how you are riding the exercise. This is the internal narrow 

attentional focus. 

You can try to switch from style to style. So switch through the external narrow style, the object in 

front of you. Now think of the exercise, the internal narrow style. Swith through external broad, scan 

your environment. And last but nog least think about the fantastic weekend you have had, the 

internal broad style. 

And, not so difficult huh? This means you CAN switch your attention. You just need a plan. How are 

you going to switch when you ar getting stucked in an disfunctional style? Make that plan! 

 

 

The circles can be seen as a kind of spotlight. The more specific you shine, the brighter the light, the 

more specific the attention. When you shine a broader area, the light is also less sharp, but you 

notice a broader area. Circle 1 is the place were you should be. There is plenty of light and you're 

doing your job and just your job. There’s no room for anything else. You are just doing what you have 

to do. There are no distractions at all. Athletes who are mentally very strong don’t even let attention 

flow by direct distractions as wheaterconditions, the jury, other people, the opponent and so on. 

Once you are distracted and in another circle then circle 1, there is a risk that you become distracted 

more and more, like a vicious circle. In the third circle you think about how your situation is and how 

it should be. Why didn’t I do the right thing! Why didn’t it work? (because you are not in your job for 



example?) In the fourth circle you are thinking about winning or losing and in the fifth circle you are 

thinking about the consequenses of winning or losing. In the sixth circle you wonder what you're 

doing here anyway. If you're in the sixth circle the best thing you can do is give yourself a new task to 

focus on (example: when I was 19 (a long time ago ;) I did my cardriving test. Before we went of the 

parkingplace the examinator was intervening. I was convinced there was no chance that I could pass 

the exam. So I did the best I could do: drive my best round. I passed my exam anyway ☺). Focus is 

better when you are task oriented, not outcome oriented! 

 

So, we ideally have to stay in circle 1. We have to prevent or manage direct distractors and when we 

are more distracted, we have to find ways to get back to circle 1. First you have to know what your 

distractions are. Examples of intern distractions are:  

• Not in the present 

• Fear 

• Motivation 

• Tiredness 

• Pain  

• Distracting thoughts 

Exemples of extern distractors are: 

• Errors 

• The weather 

• Ground 

• Opponents 

• Sounds 

• Clothes don’t fit well 

Write down your internal and external distractors and try to find alternatives. Make an as if… then i 

will …. Plan 



 

The most important part of staying in circle 1 is that you know exactly what your task is. What is it 

you have too focus on? What are important focuspoints that are necessary to end your job 

succesfully? Try to find your distractions and make a plan for alternatives. You can for example think 

about: changing your attentional style, using breathing techniques, give yourself a new task, use a 

key word, and so on. The next couple of weeks you are going to learn more stragegies to stay in and 

come back in circle 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


