
                  THE ROLE OF THE BOWLS COACH IN MAINTAINING  

                  PARTICIPATION  AND IMPROVING MENTAL STRENGTH.  

 

Abstract:  

It is probably true to say that people in general tend to participate in sport for some, or all of the 
following reasons: 

1: To learn and improve new skills. 

2: To be with friends or make new ones and to be part of a group or team. 

3: To achieve and win. 

4: For excitement and the enjoyment of action and challenge. 

One of the functions of a coach is to maintain participation and to improve the performance level of 
his or her bowlers. However, these two criteria should not be considered as two separate aims. 
The bowler who improves his or her performance is more likely to remain in the game than the 
bowler who fails to improve. However, a coach always needs to remember the reasons why 
people participate and, therefore, be mindful that improvements in performance should not be at 
the total expense of enjoyment in participation. 

Sports psychology is a science in which the principles of psychology are applied within a sport or 
exercise setting. These principles are often applied to enhance performance. This paper, 
therefore, concentrates exclusively upon ‘mind matters’. It makes no attempt to analyse such 
things as bowling action or technique, nor does it investigate strategies relating to the game of 
bowls. These areas could be the subject of future papers. Its raison-d’etre is an attempt to make 
the bowls coach aware of why things can go wrong within the mind of the bowlers under his 
charge and to offer suggestions as to how the coach might correct such matters. A caveat is 
required here. It should always be remembered that unless the physical mechanics are correct, no 
amount of psychology will put it right. It is necessary for all aspects of the game, i.e. technique, 
strategy, the physical aspects of the game and psychology to work in tandem to acquire the 
optimum result. 

A coach can maintain participation and improve performance if he or she; 

1: Understands the reasons what bowlers give to explain failure in a set task.  

2: Can maintain the bowlers’ interest and motivate them. 

3: Knows how bowlers can use their mental abilities to improve performance. 

4: Knows how the confidence of the bowlers can be increased. 

Hence, the paper attempts to show the role of the coach in developing the mental strength of his 
bowler. It begins by looking at ‘Attributions’, i.e. the way bowlers may explain particular events or 
behaviours to themselves and then investigates the ‘Attribution Theory’. From there, it moves to 
the type of procedures that a coach could use to develop ‘Attributional Retraining Strategies’: 
Goal Setting is then discussed, together with ’Attentional Focus’ and ’Attentional Style’. The 
paper concludes with a discussion relating to the notion of ‘Self-Talk’, the concept of ‘Self 
Efficacy’ its role in performance, and how the coach might develop this concept within his or her 
bowler. 

 

  



Attributions:  

Attributions are the way people explain particular events or behaviours to themselves. These 
explanations can affect our participation and future performance. Linford Christie, in his 
autobiography (1995) wrote, 

 ‘After losing at the World Championships in 1991, when I panicked as Carl Lewis came next to me, I 
decided I had to find some way of concentrating even more intensely so I could block out 
everything else’. 

What Christie was doing here was ‘attributing’ losing the World Championship to his insufficient 
concentration. This, in turn, allowed him to panic when faced with the significant final challenge 
made by Lewis. Because Christie saw losing as due to something within his control, he felt he 
could do something about it. Sports psychologists argue that the reasons we give for success or 
failure (i.e. our attributions’) can explain performers:  

1: Task Persistence 

2: Level of Performance 

3: Expectations 

4: Satisfaction with Performance 

 

ATTRIBUTION THEORY 

This theory attempts to categorise the attributions (reasons) people make, whether related to their 
own behaviour or to what others do. It maintains that achievement is related to the attributes we 
make. When people were asked why they had succeeded or failed at a task, they tended to give 
answers which could be classed as due to ability; effort; task difficulty; luck. Apologists of the 
theory suggest that these four attributes can be classified into two dimensions. They could either 
be ‘internal’ (like the Christie example) or ‘external’ (due to things outside us) These can also be 
‘stable’ (they do not change very much.) or ‘unstable’ (they may vary widely 

 

These can be shown in straightforward diagrammatic form i.e. 

                                         Four Types of Attribution:  

                                              INTERNAL ATTRIBUTION               EXTERNAL ATTRIBUTION 

Stable Attribution.                          Lack of Talent.                          An ‘unlucky’ venue/rink.  

Unstable Attribution.              Lack of Concentration.               Unforeseen Circumstances.          

                                                                                                       i.e. a traffic jam that held up the                                   

                                                                                                          bowler therefore not giving time 

                                                                                                          to mentally prepare before the    

                                                                                                          game.  

A bowling example will help to explain the above. If we imagine a bowler has been beaten by a 
strong opponent, he or she may attribute the failure to one of the following: 

1. Lack of Concentration: This may have resulted in a breakdown of delivery technique, faulty 
judgement, or both. This could be classed as Internal Unstable Attribution because:  

a: It relates to the bowler. (Internal) 



b: It is something that he/she could change.(if he/she could concentrate more in a future 
competition). 

c:  Delivery and Judgement may vary widely in competitions.  

 

2. Having less Talent than the Opponent: 

a: Internal Attribution because it relates specifically to the bowler. 

b: Is Stable because talent is ‘fixed’   

 

3. The Venue or Rink:  

Where the bowler always does badly: 

a: External Attribution: as it relates to the environment. 

b: Stable: because the bowler thinks that he/she will always perform badly on this green or rink.  

 

4: Unforeseen Circumstances:  

a: External Attribution: relates to the environment. 

b: Unstable: The traffic jam is just bad luck and is unlikely to occur again. 

 

INTERNAL-EXTERNAL ATTRIBUTIONS:  

The Attribution Theory suggests that the ability to make internal attributions indicates greater 
maturity. It also goes as far as to maintain that involvement in sport can help shift attributions from 
external to internal control. Attribution outcomes to one’s own efforts can often create such 
feelings as ‘pride’ (‘my preparation strategy really paid off’) or ‘shame’ (‘I let my coach down very 
badly with that performance’) 

Internal Attributions create more powerful emotions than External ones. i.e. the pride of winning 
because of effort is more intense than winning because of luck. The theory believes that 
internalising success leads to increased self-confidence, whereas internalised failure may lead to 
shame, feelings of incompetence and eventual withdrawal. This is a major reason why the coach 
should take particular note of the bowlers who hit a bad patch and ensure that the bowler’s 
attributions do not lead to eventual withdrawal from the game. 

 

Stable-Unstable Attributions 

The stability of our attributions is based upon past experiences.(i.e. ‘in the last four games, I’ve 
never beaten him/her). This will inevitably create expectations about the future. (i.e. ’I’ll probably 
lose this game as well’.) We tend to anticipate the same outcomes if we hold Stable Attributions. If, 
to our surprise, we win the fifth game, it is likely that we will attribute the cause to an unstable 
factor, such as luck. 

This is also true if all of our past experiences have been of success. If we then experience failure, 
we are likely to attribute this to an unstable attribute i.e. lack of concentration. This means that we 
would expect a different outcome next time. The attribution may be external i.e. delay or frustration 



caused by a traffic jam. This in turn was the cause of and reason for inadequate mental 
preparation prior to the onset of the game. If, therefore, concentration was to be improved in the 
next game and a traffic jam did not again occur in the journey to the venue, then we would expect 
a different outcome and a return to our winning ways.   

Therefore, the stability of our attributions affects the type of response we display to failure. A 
danger occurs if the attribution is both stable and internal. In this situation, failure is often seen as 
being due to a lack of talent or ability. This belief will become ingrained to the extent that the 
bowler is convinced that he/she cannot change this state of affairs so there is little point in trying 
anything. This develops to their strong  belief that there is little point in practising, concentrating, or 
using any other technique to try and solve the problem. The coach should be ever vigilant and 
take the appropriate action if any evidence manifests itself that his/her bowler is becoming a victim 
of stable and internal attributions.  

Errors in Attribution 

It should be remembered that we are not always accurate in the attributions that we make. We all 
have a propensity to favour ourselves when we try to explain outcomes. However, our attributions 
may be based upon incorrect judgements. The two types of errors that occur are: 

1. The-Self-Serving Effect 

2. The Actor-Observer Effect 

 

1. The Self-Serving Effect 

We tend to be biased in our attributions because we can, and often explain behaviour or outcomes 
in ways which protect our self-esteem. For example, we attribute success to internal reasons, i.e. 
‘I won because my bowling was more consistent’ However, on the other hand, failure is often 
attributed to external reasons. ‘I lost because of the poor conditions of the green’. The quicker  
bowlers take responsibility for failure, the more likely it is that they will take the necessary steps to 
make changes. 

 

2. The Actor-Observer Effect 

Research suggests that attributions differ depending on whether an individual is the ‘Actor’ or the 
‘Observer’. When the individual is the ‘Actor’, he/she tends to attribute their behaviour to external 
factors, which are, therefore, out of the control of the individual. i.e. ‘I didn’t bowl very well 
because of the poor condition of the rink’ When observing the same behaviour in others, the 
‘Observer’ tend to attribute behaviour to internal factors which are in the bowler’s control. i.e. ’He 
didn’t bowl well because he wasn’t concentrating’  

Advocates of the Attribution Theory argue that high and low achievers can be distinguished on the 
basis of their attributional patterns. High achievers attribute their success to internal reasons and 
experience pride in their successes. They tend to seek out more opportunities for success, i.e. 
entering more and more competitions, striving for County and International honours. They attribute 
failure to ‘unstable factors (i.e. lack of concentration etc.) Hence, they are more likely to persist 
after a ‘failure’, because they believe it is possible to change. Low achievers, on the other hand, 
tend to attribute their failure to ‘stable factors ( i.e.  lack of talent etc) and hence continue with this 
propensity to give up, secure in their belief that there is little that they can do to change things.  

 

 



ATTRIBUTIONAL RETRAINING 

Although the Attribution Theory helps to explain individual behaviour, it does not tell how ‘right’ the 
individual is. For example, a losing bowler may be extraordinarily talented, but if he/she is 
convinced that he/she does not have enough ability, then it is most unlikely that he/she will try to 
improve performance. Also, some attributions may be damaging to the bowler’s persistence and 
level of performance. This in turn could lead to a state of ‘learned helplessness’ (where the 
individual bowler learns, by the repeated inability to change something) that failure is inevitable. 
This often results in the bowler becoming both passive and losing the motivation to act. i.e. 
’because of my repeated failure to draw to a full length jack, I might just as well give up playing 
altogether’ 

The coach has a role to play in helping bowlers to develop attributions which should improve 
performance. I believe that this is an essential part of the coach’s job to help achieve success and 
to ensure that success is attributed to stable, internal and controllable factors. Bowler should then 
be able to see success as something within their own control and, importantly, approach new 
challenges with the expectation of success. If, or when failure does occur, it will then be seen as 
unusual and therefore labelled as ‘unstable’. Consequently, failure will be considered as 
something that is possible to change.   

There are a number of strategies for attributional retraining that a bowls coach could make use of. 
The discerning coach should: 

1: Observe situations bowlers approach, or avoid, together with how they respond to success or 
failure. These observations should therefore suggest the type of attributions the bowlers are 
making. 

2: Bear in mind that errors in attribution may be due to the bowler or the observer. (i.e. the coach.) 

3: Keep in mind that, as an observer, you may tend to see outcomes always being within the 
bowler’s control. On occasions, they are not. 

4: Encourage the bowler to view success as being due to stable and internal factors (such as 
ability) This should encourage pride and confidence in any future situations.  

5: Help the bowler to view failure as due to unstable factors, both internal,(poor concentration) and 
external, (strong completion) This should encourage the bowler to take responsibility for 
performance, yet maintain self-esteem by viewing failure as being partly outside his or her control. 

6: Monitor your own feedback, because this can help to alter attributions. For example, a comment 
made to the bowler who has been unable to find a new length set by an increase in jack length 
could be something like,  

        ‘You didn’t get the bowl where you wanted it because your 

         aiming line was too tight. Remember, next time, to aim for------------- 

         Try it next time, you’ll get it with practice.’  

This type of comment attributes the bowler’s failure to poor technique.(i.e. internal and unstable. 
Therefore, the bowler can do something about it.)  It provides information to the bowler on what to 
do to correct the technique and it illustrates your confidence as a coach that your bowler can 
achieve what is required if he or she persists. 

7;Make attribution retraining continuous. One-off efforts to change attributions seldom achieve the 
required goals. 

8: Reward/Punish Behaviour 



If behaviour is rewarded, it is likely to be repeated. Hence a ‘re-enforcer’ is anything that 
strengthens behaviour or makes it likely to be repeated. For example, coaches who say such 
things as ‘nice action’, give the ‘thumbs up’ sign, are aiming to reinforce correct behaviour. Such 
reinforcements should be given as soon as behaviour is performed in order to achieve the 
maximum effectiveness. 

Punishment is anything that weakens behaviour, which, for example, would be the intention of a 
coach who dropped a bowler from the County team for what he or she considered the 
‘inappropriate behaviour on the rink of the bowler during the last County match’. Coaches can 
judge their effect upon bowlers by noting whether what they do as coaches either weakens or 
strengthens the behaviour of their bowlers.    

 

GOAL SETTING 

Goal setting is valuable in all aspects of life. In bowls, I believe, it is valuable for the following 
reasons: 

1: It should help the bowler persist. By making performance measurable and specific over a short 
time span, the achievement of long-term goals is seen to be not only attainable, but also being 
attained. 

2: It should direct attention to a particular skill. This, in turn, focusses learning and reduces 
uncertainty.  

3: It should motivate the bowler, by providing feedback on performance and increasing confidence. 

4: It should help to reduce anxiety arousal by focussing on one particular goal during performance. 
Hence, by working on this goal, the bowler should be able to focus attention on it, thus protecting 
against arousal from other sources and providing self- confidence prior to competition. 

5: It should help in the achievement of long-term goals.  

Figure 2: An example of Goal Setting for a Novice Bowler:  

Goal 1: Cast 12 consecutive jacks to within one metre of target length. 

Goal 2: Bowl 6 consecutive bowls, Backhand, to within one metre of the jack. 

Goal 3: Bowl 6 consecutive bowls, Forehand, to within one metre of the jack. 

Goal 4: Bowl 12 consecutive, alternative bowls, Backhand/Forehand to within   

            one metre of the jack.  

N.B. Time scale regarding the resetting of goals to be negotiated between coach and bowler at the 
appropriate moments during the bloc of sessions.  

 

The types of goals which bowler and coach can set and agree to may be classed under two broad 
headings: 

1: Performance: (i.e. Task/Goal ) Orientation ) 

2: Outcome: (i.e. Win ) Orientation )  

 

 

 



1: Performance ( ‘Task/Goal’ ) Orientation 

These focus on the bowler’s own performance. He/she, in conjunction with the coach, will set 
personal goals and aims to improve performance from the previous time. ‘Performance 
Orientation’ bowlers are more likely to feel in control, to set realistic tasks and opponents. They 
are less likely to feel that losing is a major setback. Hence, they tend to be more persistent and 
they do not fear failure. 

 

2: Outcome (‘Win’) Orientation.  

Outcome orientation bowlers judge their success in comparison with others, i.e. winning a competition. 
Because the outcome of such a competition is less within their control, it is more unpredictable. Hence, 
‘Outcome Orientation’ bowlers may have more difficulty maintaining a feeling of competence. Their 
perception of their own ability will often depend upon the outcome of these competitions. Several failures 
are likely to make them feel incompetent. To protect their self-worth, they may then chose to play only in 
situations in which they are most likely to win. Generally speaking, they are less likely to remain motivated 
then ‘Performance Orientated’ bowlers. There is the case, therefore, for coaches to try to foster 
‘Performance Orientation’ in their bowlers.  

 

Characteristics of Good Goal Setting:  

To be successful, goals should have the following characteristics (which can more easily be remembered 
by using the acronym S.C.C.A.M.P.) 

1: SPECIFIC 

The bowler needs to know exactly what he or she is working towards and when it has been 
achieved. The coach should also ensure that his bowler knows how a particular goal fits into an 
overall strategy of improving performance. 

2: CONTROLLABLE 

Goals should be within the bowler’s control and not depend upon the performance of others. 
’Performance Orientation’ bowlers are likely to set goals over which they have control, whereas 
‘Outcome Orientation’ bowlers depend more upon the performance of others for the achievement 
of their goals. Therefore the coach should encourage his/her bowler to understand the difference 
between the two and set ‘Performance’ rather than ‘Outcome’ goals. 

3: CHALLENGING 

A challenging goal provides incentive and satisfaction when it is achieved. However, the particular 
needs and abilities of the bowler are crucial in determining what is challenging for him or her. 
Bowlers with a high motive to avoid failure may require particular help in setting and achieving 
goals, because they may set inappropriate goals These inappropriate goals could ensure either 
success or failure. 

4: ATTAINABLE 

Goals must be realistic so that they are attainable. It is the achievement of the goal that increases 
performance and motivation. If the initial goal proves too difficult to achieve, it should be revised so 
that it does become achievable. Failure to do this could easily lead to the bowler becoming 
disheartened with a dramatic loss of motivation ensuing.  

 

 



5: MEASURABLE 

The coach should devise goals that can easily be measured and recorded. This gives the bowler 
accessible and explicit feedback. Some goals, such as reducing anxiety, may be difficult to 
measure. However, if the bowler completes a ‘self-rating’ scale such as a CSA1-2 on a series of 
occasions, it is possible to compare changes that may occur over a period of time. 

6: PERSONAL 

Goals should relate to the individual needs and abilities of the bowler. They should be decided 
upon jointly by both the coach and the bowler This should enable the bowler to feel committed to 
the goals. In the longer term, the aim of the coach should be to support the bowler in the setting of 
their own goals. Once set, the role of the coach is to provide encouragement and feedback. This 
should help the bowler to persist, as well as monitoring that the goals are appropriate. If they are 
not, the coach should help the bowler to reset the goals at a more achievable level.  

 

IMAGERY 

When athletes speak of ‘visualisation’, ‘mental rehearsal’, ‘imagery’, or ‘mental practice’, they are 
referring to the process of creating an experience in the mind, i.e. of imagining something. 
However, using imagery becomes more effective if it can be made more vivid by using other 
senses. (i.e. what we hear, smell and what we feel in our body.) Imagery can therefore, be 
categorised under two broad headings. 

1: Internal Imagery: Imagining yourself doing something, so that you experience how it feels to 
do that something.  

2: External Imagery: Seeing yourself do something as though watching yourself on film.  

Research has suggested that an effective method of developing imagery skills should consist of 
the following: 

1: Decide upon what is wanted to be mentally rehearsed and which aspect do we want to 
concentrate on. For example, to concentrate upon the pendulum action of the arm during delivery. 

2: Practise imagery when we are relaxed and without any distraction. 

3: Use ‘internal imagery’ to practise skills: imagine performing the movement; concentrate on 
tension in the muscles; which parts of the body are moved; the sequence in which the movements 
occur; and what we can see as we perform the movement. 

4: Learn to time the mental rehearsal, so that it takes as long as performing the action in ‘real time’  

5: Practise ‘external imagery’ by looking at ourselves from various angles as we perform the 
movement. 

6: Learn to use ‘internal’ and ‘external’ imagery interchangeably. 

 

The benefits of Mental Training 

The benefits of mental training have been well documented. Many studies have found that when 
mental rehearsal of an action combines with physical rehearsal, there is a significant improvement 
in performance when compared to physical rehearsal by itself. Mental training has been shown to 
be more effective when the task involves decision making and strategies. For example, when 
delivering a ‘strategic’ bowl for a specific purpose in the Head. 



A number of explanations have been put forward to show why mental training has this effect. All of 
these are relevant to every class of bowler, from the novice to the international. 

1: It enables the bowler to try out different strategies; to correct faults by replaying the skill 
correctly; and to break down performance of a skill into sub routines.  

2: It allows the bowler to perform without the risk of failure. 

3: It avoids possible anxiety arousal caused by performance in front of others.  

4: It allows the bowler to ‘suspend time and motion’. For example, a bowler can mentally rehearse 
the components involved in good delivery technique; can focus on body alignment; pendulum 
swing of the arm; shoulder of the green; the end result which is required; taking as much time as is 
necessary to mentally rehearse each stage. The whole routine can then be mentally rehearsed as 
one unit.  

5: Activates the bowler so that he/she is attending to the right cues; is prepared to expect certain 
stimuli; is prepared to respond to each of the stimuli. Research on internal imagery has shown that 
there are tiny muscle movements which reflect the movements of the muscles as if they were 
actually performing the skill. Consequently, this will help bowlers to establish the appropriate 
activation pattern for the skills required so that they are less likely to be disrupted by an increase in 
anxiety arousal if it occurs.   

 

ATTENTION and ATTENTIONAL FOCUS 

Concentration, focusing your attention and keeping that focus are integral components in all sports 
and bowls is no exception. Many sport psychologists maintain that attentional focus has two 
dimensions. 

1: Broad or Narrow 

When it is broad, the player can see several things at the same time, such as in football or rugby. 
When it is narrow, the player is focusing on only one or two cues, such as in bowls. i.e. the 
position of the jack; shot bowl; surrounding bowls; etc. 

 

2: External or Internal 

External attentional focus is directed towards, for example, the bounce of a ball in football or 
rugby, or the position of certain players. Internal attentional focus is directed towards the 
individual’s own thoughts or feelings. These two dimensions can thus be combined to give four 
different types of attentional focus. (See Figure 3)   

  



 Figure 3: The four different types of Attentional Focus:  

                        External                                                     Internal                           

Broad:          Broad External:                                         Broad Internal:                      

                   ( e.g. used to check positions                     (e.g. used.to plan tactics       

                   of other players)                                          or strategies.)                        

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Narrow:         Narrow External:                                       Narrow Internal:   

                    (e.g. used to check                                      (e.g. used to control  

                     position of bowls.)                                       anxiety arousal.)  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

Some sports psychologists argue that ‘sports people’ have different attentional styles and these 
styles can be designated as ‘sports people with effective attenders or ineffective attenders.  

 

1: The ‘Effective Attender’ 

These people can deal simultaneously with several aspects of information which come from 
outside themselves, (i.e. the cheers from the opposition supporters) and from inside themselves 
(i.e. thoughts of what went wrong; how they may have let the team down.) They can also switch 
from a ‘broad-internal’ focus very quickly and can narrow their focus of attention without missing 
any important information. 

2: The ‘Ineffective Attender’ 

These people do not concentrate well and tend to become ‘overloaded’, (i.e. too much information 
to deal with.) They may have trouble narrowing their attention effectively, so, for example, they 
may be unable to block out the shouts of the opposition supporters, or they may narrow their 
attention so much that they fail to notice something important, such as the position of another 
player, or an opposing bowl in the head. 

Clearly, the bowler who is an ‘effective attender’ has a great advantage and the coach will need to 
help, as a matter of urgency, those who are ‘ineffective attenders’ to switch their attention from 
‘broad’ to ‘narrow’ where necessary and perhaps help in stress reduction in order to reduce 
unnecessary anxiety arousal. 

 

SELFTALK 

Self-Talk refers to the conversations that we have with ourselves. These conversations can help 
us to monitor or direct our thoughts and actions. In ‘Self Talk’ we are interpreting ‘events’ for 
ourselves. Missing a key shot in a bowls match is an ‘event’. It is how the bowler interprets this 
‘event’ which is the crucial factor and will affect his or her concentration, muscle tension and 
motivation. Self-Talk can be ‘positive’ (i.e. greater concentration of what is important, namely 
winning.) or ‘negative’, (‘that’s it, I’m finished.’)  Negative Self Talk often leads to frustration, 
anxiety, lowered effort and poor attention.  

The coach should try to develop in his or her bowler the ability to change Self Talk from negative 
to positive. There are two widely used strategies to do this. 

 



1: THOUGHT STOPPING 

This means stopping the negative thought as soon as it occurs. The coach can make his bowler 
practise stopping the thought by using a particular word or action, perhaps by saying the word 
‘stop’ out loud. The coach should then encourage the bowler to focus on an aspect of the skill. For 
example, if the opponent of the bowler is continually drawing to the jack, the bowler might start 
thinking, ‘I’ll never get in. I keep missing all the time so I cannot win an end. Therefore, I am 
unable to alter the jack length.’  

In this case, the coach  might encourage  his or her bowler to say ‘stop’ as soon as the sequence 
starts and instead say something like, ‘Let’s get back to basics, a simple draw shot is all that is 
required here’ thus focusing attention on what is important. With practice, the bowler should soon 
be able to say ‘stop’ under his/her breath and eventually, silently.  

 

2: SUBSTITUTION 

This means the coach teaching the bowler to change negative thoughts to positive thoughts, so 
that they see the existing circumstances in a more positive way. Most people will have negative 
thoughts in particular situations. The strategy is to recast them in a positive way. For example, if 
the opponent’s luck seems to be never ending when yet another ‘wick’ makes shot, instead of 
thinking, ’What chance have I got?’ the coach would get the bowler to practise saying something 
like, ‘Right, It’s my turn now to get a ‘wick’, there is an extra bowl in the head that I can use’. Thus, 
positive Self –Talk can improve the bowler’s performance by helping him/her to; 

1: Remind him/herself of a key element in a skill. (i.e. a smooth back swing.) 

2: Break a bad habit (i.e. ‘Stop!’.) 

3: Motivate him/herself (i.e. ‘Hang on in there’.) 

4: Concentrate. ( i.e. ‘Where is my aiming line?’)  

5: Reduce Arousal (i.e. ‘OK now a d-e-e-p breath’.) 

6: Re-interpret negative events in a positive way. (‘OK let’s take him by surprise.’)    

 

SELF-EFFICACY 

This notion proposes that as people learn that they can master things, they develop a feeling of 
self-efficacy. i.e. the expectation that they will be competent and successful in a particular task. 
(this is not quite the same as self-confidence which is more general.)  Research into this concept 
suggests that those with high levels of self-efficacy try harder and persist longer, but those who 
are low in self-efficacy tend to give up in the face of difficulty, attribute failure to internal 
causes,(i.e. they blame themselves.) and often experience greater anxiety or in some cases, 
depression. If a coach is to encourage people to participate in bowls, to maintain their interest and 
improve performance, then some knowledge on how self-efficacy develops is essential. 

It is generally recognised that self-efficacy arises from four sources. These are: 

1: Past Performance 

2: Vicarious Experiences 

3: Verbal Persuasion 

4: Arousal 



 

1: Past Performance 

Previous experiences provides information from which self-efficacy develops. Experiences of 
success increase self-efficacy, whereas experiences of failure may reduce self-efficacy or even 
prevent its development. Past success is the most powerful influence on self-efficacy. Once it is 
established, the individual is better able to tolerate some failure. For example, ‘you have beaten 
me the last three times we have played against each other in singles competitions and fully 
deserved your victories. Therefore, I will not be too concerned if I lose for the fourth time in this 
singles game’.  However, past failures can lower expectations for future success and can reduce 
motivation. Failure can therefore be particularly damaging to a novice bowler, who must first 
develop self-efficacy in order to cope with failure.  

2: Vicarious Experiences 

This means watching others successfully perform the task which in turn is called ‘modelling’ By 
watching others be successful, the individual approaches his/her own efforts with more 
confidence. For example, if your friend watches you beat me in a singles game, this increases 
his/her self-efficacy. He /she will then be more likely to think that he/she will be able to beat me. 

3: Verbal Persuasion 

Encouraging bowlers to think that they can perform the task. A partner who makes such 
comments as, ‘come on, you can do it’, may increase his partner’s self-efficacy. However, 
research has indicated that this type of persuasion does not appear to be a very powerful element. 
There is also true to say that this type of expression often results in an unmanageable level of 
anxiety arousal in the bowler who becomes convinced that failing in the shot that he /she has been 
asked to perform will be letting his/her partner down.  

4: Arousal 

The way bowlers interpret the arousal they feel will affect their feelings of confidence. The crux of 
the issue is the bowler’s interpretation of arousal in terms of his/her performance. Generally 
speaking positive perception of arousal are related to higher levels of self-confidence. However, 
interpreting increased pulse rate as ‘anxiety’ may reduce self-efficacy. 

These four sources of self-efficacy combine to increase expectations of success which then 
affects performance. Self-efficacy is therefore a mediating variable. i.e. a link between these four 
sources and bowling performance. It is also dynamic and will vary due to these factors and how 
they interact together.(See Figure 4)  

Figure 4: The relationship between the four sources of Information:  

                                 Self-Efficacy, and Performance.   

                                            

Past Performance-------------------------- |---------------------------|----------------------------------|   

Vicarious Experiences;--------------------->|       Efficacy           |------- Athletic               |  

Verbal Persuasion;-------------------------|      Expectations    |------- Performance.     |  

Emotional Arousal;-------------------------|---------------------------|----------------------------------|  

 

In order to develop self-efficacy in his bowlers, a coach should use the following strategies:  



a: Provide opportunities for bowlers to experience success, particularly those who are new to the 
game. This will mean asking them to do only that which is within their ability.  

b : Show, by words, actions and body language, that the he/she has confidence in the ability of the 
bowler. 

c: Act confidently and encourage the bowlers to act confidently also. 

d: Use goal setting to enable bowlers to experience success but making sure that particular  
    attention is paid to achieving attainable goals. 

e: Help bowlers to make ‘internal attributions’ for success, so that they see success as due  
    to their own efforts. 

f: Help bowlers to think confidently, perhaps by using positive ‘self-talk. 

g: Ensure his/her bowlers are well prepared, both mentally and physically for the event in  
    which they are competing. 

h: Giving bowlers ideas for using imagery to visualise success. 

i:  Emphasising ‘performance goals’ rather than ‘outcome goals’. 

j: Helping bowlers to interpret their arousal during competition in a positive way. 

 

 

Bernie Millard. July 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

          

                                     

 
 
                                      
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                             



                                                                                                                                    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 


