Mental toughness: What does it take for an orienteer to maintain focus, motivation and self-belief when the going gets hard?

In orienteering races there are times when a race can be won or lost in a small psychological moment. It can be a small mistake when a competitor catches you. It can be back-to-back mistakes towards the end of the race. It can be a wrong turn down a track in a cloudy moment of oxygen debt. These small moments can set back competitors self-belief and in turn lower self-esteem. For other competitors they can be moments, which act as short-term motivation for improvement and greater success in the future. 

Nearly all top coaches and elite competitors agree that mental toughness can play a crucial role in determining success. The physical skills and technical preparation of individuals can be virtually identical. The difference can come out in the forest, where the competitor’s aptitude to handle the challenges and respond positively can hand them success. These psychological factors are not going to make up for lack of physical conditioning but can be the difference between winning and losing a tough race. 

An interesting question is to see if orienteers can develop this mental fortitude through training and application, or if these characteristics are inherited and static. Mental toughness is a set of attributes that are exhibited through performances. A mentally tough athlete is therefore likely to:

· achieve relatively consistent performances regardless of situational factors; 

· retain a confident, positive, optimistic outlook, even when things are not going well, and not ‘choke’ under pressure; 

· deal with distractions without letting them interfere with optimal focus; 

· tolerate pain and discomfort; 

· remain persistent when the ‘going gets tough’; 

· have the resilience to bounce back from disappointments.

A tough and resilient personality?

The mental toughness of an individual is likely to be highly influenced by personality. Some people can see a problem in a race as a threat to their performance. Others will view the same problem as a challenge. Therefore individuals will feel either more or less stressed by these problems depending on how they view them.

Research suggests that there are four main influences on how tough a personality you have. These are confidence, control, commitment and challenge. Otherwise known as the 4C’c suggested by staff at Hull University in England

1. Confidence – the ability of an individual to handle criticism and defeats and move forward;
2. Control – the perceived ability of the individual to exert influence rather than experience helplessness; 

3. Commitment – ie a refusal to give up easily; 

4. Challenge – involving a person’s ability to grow and develop rather than remain static, and to view change rather than stability as the norm.

Mental toughness is viewed as a rather static variable in performance with noticeable differences between competitors. Current research is endeavouring to see if our mental toughness can be developed overtime through training programs. Orienteers will agree that overtime they have become more tough. This would have likely occurred through the gradual process of experiencing new terrain, new competitors and physical training. 

Research into sport suggests that there are four major factors, which can lead to the long term toughening up of athletes. These are:

1. Early life experiences. Both human and animal studies have shown links between exposure to stressors in early life and reduced fear or emotionality when exposed to threats in adulthood; 

2. Passive toughening. Intermittent exposure seems to protect against depletion of ‘stress hormones’ and is linked with their quicker returns to baseline levels. In other words, people become less sensitive and more tolerant of stress; 

3. Active toughening. Physical fitness gained through aerobic conditioning is thought to be an important means of self-toughening. This could be related to the application of control; 

4. Ageing. This has the opposite effects to the other three, tending to make people more sensitive to and less tolerant of stress. 

Orienteers can hope that the gradual process of ageing will improve their toughness. In the short-term however we can look at some of the more active and passive forms of toughening to develop a more rounded and confident athlete.

Active and passive toughening:

Simulation training is an excellent way to prepare mentally for the challenges you may face in competition. Generally speaking it is a form of orienteering training that is seldomly practised out in the forest or in a physical preparation phase.

For instance a common scenario in a race is to be caught or to alternatively catch a competitor. You can simulate these mental stresses by racing around a course with friend, focusing on your own orienteering. To add more stress you could race three or four controls together before regrouping, each time giving one person a 30 second head start. The leader has to focus so to not be caught out, whilst the chaser has to concentrate to pick up any mistakes and to pounce into the lead.

You can simulate more active forms of toughening by completing hill intervals. Running hard up a hill and into oxygen debt – lactic phase, trains your body to become accustomed to the stress. To add a twist you can try to memorise a leg from a course at the top of each interval before sketching it at the bottom. A NSW orienteering squad does the same session with maths questions at the end of each interval. These kinds of sessions help you appreciate when you need to focus the most in a race. Simple sessions such as a 60 min hard run in gales and rain can further complement the development process. 

With a little experimentation, simulation training can be an opportunity to deal with mental stressor in controlled situations. These controlled situations give you an opportunity to try different solutions. There is plenty of material available on the internet and in books if you are interested in more applications of this type of training. An excellent UK source of information is the Peak Performance website www.pponline.co.uk
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