Athletes and coaches often have a very clear idea of their strengths,
weaknesses and target areas for improvement. But how often are those
ideas the same2 Many coaches assume the athlete has the same
understanding as they do. How do we actually know? In his work as a

sport psychologist, =i

works with some world-class athletes

and coaches. Here, he shares his experience of performance profiling.

Oiten, | ask the coach and athlete 1o independently use a performance profile
to assess their views on the athlete’s refatve strengrhs and weaknesses. Even
when the coach and athlere know each other incredibly well, its rare that the
two profiles are a dlose march.

What is a performance profile?

Vary simply, a performance profile is a tool that helps o assess 2 number of
things. Firstly, a performance profile helps us understand what the key elements
are in an achlere’s performance. When | profile with an athlece, | will start by
asking her to identify the most imporant elements of her performance.
Mormally, we'll limit this to a maximumn of around eighe things in each categary
{mental, physical, rechnical, and cactical). These elements have to be the things
rhat have the bigpest impact on her perfermance (ie when she gers chese right,
she performs at her best). This is 2 great exercise in iself because it really gees
athleres thinking about what is effective and what actually contribures o their
perfarmance. |t also makes the profile incredibly personal. The elerments chac
they identify should not be ‘textbook headings”. The athleres need to really
underscand what makes 2 difference to them.

Secondly. the performance profile helps us to identify relative areas of sorengeh
and weakness by scoring the current level of performance. The easiest way to
da this is o ghee it a mark ot of 10.This exercise again provides a real
opporunity te get the athlete thinking, | tend to challenge the athlete
explain her scoring to me 2o that both she and | understand the meaaning
behind the numbers. This can be really valuable as a coaching tool, to help
understand the athlera’s experience. I a long jumper races her approach to the
board as a si<, its useful to know that the six was given bacauze she feals her
stride patterns get choppy, she feels slightly too close and therefors feels as if
shie sinks through har hips in the fast stride

Thirdly, the performance profile allows us to set a target level and a date to
achieve that target by, Often, meaningful events, such as competiions ar che
end of a phaze of training. provide good tmrget daves, The target should be
realistic, based on the tme aailable. Our long jumper, with a s out of 10
approach, may only be able to improve it to an eight before the European
Inedaors n ik weeks' time, so that should be the mrger

Using a performance profile

There are quite a few models that are used. Some pesple wse a carcwheel
madel and colour in parts of cach segment 1o indicate their scores (Figure 1),
Some people use tables (Figure 1) and some prefer bar chars. My own
persanal preference is the cartwheed, because | love colouring in with felo dps
and erayens! In realicy. | don't think it really marters. However, there are same
WEIY ir'|'||_1q_'n'l,.'|||l rules dhat | do abide b':r

The firse is honesty, Same athleres are unrealistically hard on themselves.
Oithers are probably not hard enough. Some achletes never scare themselves
above three, because they see imperfection everpwhere, Others will score nines
and 105 because they foel that their performance is pretoy perfect as icis. The
reality is often somewhere in-between. Honesty at this seage is vital, because i
will underpin their self-cvaluation throughout
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This brings me to my secand rule: objectvity. To help athletes o become
abjective. | ask them o cansider a |0 as perfection [nothing needs changing). In
contrast, a seare of 0 is abysmal (5o bad the performance cannot happen). To
help provide an objective scale, | would consider thar a world-record holder
mraay have 105 in most areas, but nol many ocher athleces would

My third rule is that athleres must believe in the profile that they create and be
able to justify the key elements that they identified, the scores and the argecs.
Oinly with this belief can it have any pewer WWithout the belief, it becomes just
another picce of paper that gets lost at the bottom of cheir kithag.

The real power of profiling

To me, the performance profiles greatest ateribute iz as a vehicle to help
structure 4 conversation. A a sport peychalogist, | find that che discussion is
rthe mast valuable outcome of the exercise. | use the performance-profiling
exereise as 2 way of @lking with an athlete and listening to her thoughts and
perceptions abeut hee performance. |t is the reasens and meanings behind the
words and numbers on the profile that have the real valse,

The performance profile can give us far more than just ‘strengths and
weaknesses”, It can give us a window inte the athlere’s sef-parception. In one
case, working with a coach and athlete, | found that the caach was surprised
when his athlete scored herself as a three for ‘confidence’. The coach scored
her as a nine! The athlete appeared on the outside ta be calm and self-assured
before competition, but inside, she was wracked with doubt. Maturally, che
coach assumad thar because he saw calmness, the athlere felt confident.

o really
makés a




Figure 1: A performance profile rated in segments

Using the power of profiling

Ferformance profiling can alse be used by coaches and athleres o create a
seratepy for improvement. Once the coach and achlece have a pood idos of the
key clernents of her performance, her current level and her targets, they can
STArt 0o Create a strategy, very simply, by asking how we can close the gap
between our current seore and the targee score. What do we need to do!?
What needs te change! Often, chis allows the coach wo look ac the processes
employed in training, preparation and recovery, This exercise can also grve same
wery waluable mformation, The stratcgies of the athlete and coach can often be
different, The poroception of whart is working and the effectiveness of the current
processes can also vary berween coach and athlete, The areas of the
performance that are considered to be the priorities may be differenc. For
axample, when working with a swimmer and hiz coach, we soon discovered that
the swimmer felt that he needed to work on speed. whereas the ceach fele he
needed more endurance work o become quicker. lssues such as chis highlighe
the need for coaches to koow that the athlete really is thinking what theyre
thinking. If the coach and athlete are not on the same page. mativation can be
compromised.

What de | mean? Well, to be 100% mativaced in 2 session, athletes often have
3 knwe why thoy are deing the work and what it is geing to give chem. If
they're doing it because they're told to, they are unlikely to be 1005 twned in.

~ profile

Psych

Self-belief 5 7 in your ability

Confidence 4

and motivation —
how much do you

Mental toughness 3

want itf
Aggression/ 5 7 going forward and
assertiveness being proactive
Control of nerves & B

o

see it, do it — be
instinctive

Know your job

Figure 2: A performance profile table

‘Once the coach and athlete have
a good idea of the key elements
of her performance, her current
level and her targets, we can start
to create a strategy.’

If 2 swimmer knaows that this session is working on turns (which he scored as a
six aut of 1. and dentified as a priority area). he is likely to give it his tozal
focus because he understands the need. | found when working with Promicrship
foatballers that there was a significant increase in the quality of worle, when |
took time to really explain the reason for the session and how it was going to
cantribute t their performance.

Long-term gains

Many people use performance profiling as 2 single exercise. Indeed, used this
wiy. it can give great benefic However. it can also be used o maonitar progress
over a longer period. | find it useful to revisit the profile every few weeks to
check progress against the @rget levels thar the achlece identified. |5 che soracegy
working? Is the gap closing? Are there any new priorities! Has she changed her
wiews!? Things change and it iz always wise o know that, as they change, the
athlere and coach are sull of gne mind, Everybody knows that its important to
develop great communication beoween coaches and athletes. However, graat
communication is more than just ‘chaming’, Effective cammunication eften
requires a licde focus, scructure and direction, For me, performance profiling
pravides the structure and focus for really effective comversations.
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Nast fiva years, Simen has worked in Premiership football and Premiership rugby union, as well as with governing bodies of sport and individual elite athleres.

coaching vdge issue 3 21




	Coaching Edge article p1
	Coaching Edge article p2

