     Optimal performance, as it is being defined here, refers to those relatively infrequent times when individuals feel totally immersed in the performance. When that happens, performers describe the experience as something outside of the ordinary. They are “in the moment” performing at an automatic level, without need for conscious thought and direction. They feel totally in control, totally focused on the task, extremely confident, with a total loss of self-consciousness, and their perception of the passage of time is altered, either losing all awareness of time, or feeling as if things are happening in slow motion.

     The optimal performance state has been referred to in a couple of ways. Athletes often talk about “being in the zone.” When athlete’s “enter the zone,” they tend to have their very best performances.

    There are two types of focus: 

1.) conscious focus, which is effortful, serial in nature, slow, and as indicated consciously controlled by the individual. It’s the type of concentration an athlete uses when he or she systematically, mentally rehearses performance.

      2.) involuntary, unconscious focus, which occurs without conscious effort in that

           other things can be going on and not be interfered with. Most of us rely on our 

           ability to involuntarily process information when we drive a car. Even the average 

           driver’s skills are so highly developed that he or she is capable of carrying on a 

           conversation, looking at the scenery, etc., while driving. There is no need to 

           consciously remind oneself of the need to turn, brake, shift, etc… This is what 

           occurs when athletes are in the zone.

    Associated with this type of focus is a feeling of being in control of things, without making any conscious effort to do so. Since involuntary focus seems to be the key to optimal performance, we need to be able to define the conditions necessary for an individual to be able to develop and maintain that type of focus.

     I have recognized the need for athletes to practice their performance skills long past the point of simple acquisition of the skill. It is “over learning” that helps to reduce the likelihood that performance will be interfered with by anxiety and/or emotional arousal. Hard work and practice turns conscious focusing into automatic or unconscious focusing. Put simply, there is no shortcut to getting into the zone. The more time you have put into the development and refinement of the skill, the more likely you are to be able to getting into your optimal performance state.

     Practicing something to the point that you can perform without having to consciously think about it, is no guarantee that you will enter and remain in the zone. As you will soon see, it is very easy to create conditions that disrupt automatic processing. This is true even when the skill being disrupted is an extremely simple one. I use a simple demonstration to illustrate this point.

     Holding a piece of food between your thumb and forefinger and then bringing your hand toward your face and placing the food in your mouth is a highly practiced response.      

     You don’t have to think about it. Without any conscious effort on your part, you are able to grasp the food, move your arm, open your mouth, insert the food, and close your mouth. There is no fear of missing your mouth, no thought of being unsuccessful. You can eat and carry on a conversation, pay attention to the TV, read a book and process the information from the book, etc. Your conscious attention is on something besides the mechanical aspects of eating. Eating is an automatic process; your mind is free to consciously attend to other things.

     As practiced and as automatic as the eating process is, it can be disrupted. Take a match and hold it between you thumb and forefinger. Light the match, and then bring the match up like a piece of food and put it in your mouth. Close your mouth tightly over the match (as you would over a bit of food). If you close your mouth tightly over the match, it will reduce the amount of oxygen available to the match and reduce the flame so that you will not get burned. If you fail to close your mouth tightly over the match, however, you will get burned. If you are like most people, when you try this little demonstration you will lose confidence in your ability to perform a very simple act. What was an automatic process will become a very conscious one. Let me explain

    Confidence In Your Ability to Be Successful

     If you are like most of the people that I’ve used this demonstration with, you probably don’t have a lot of confidence in your ability to put the match in your mouth without getting burned. Nor, are you likely to have a lot of trust in my telling you that all you have to do is close your mouth tightly around the match to keep from getting burned. This lack of confidence and/or trust, combined with a fear of getting burned, creates a high enough level of arousal to increase generalized muscle tension which in turn interferes with fine muscle coordination and timing. Your automatic response becomes very conscious. You may even notice some shaking which increases your concern about getting the match in your mouth without burning your lip or your nose. You may also find that tension in your jaw muscles make it difficult for you to close your mouth over the match. You have tension in muscles that are resisting your closing of the mouth

(part of your brain is saying don’t close you’ll get closer to the flame and get burned). If this tension slows down closure of your mouth, you’ll feel the heat.

     From a concentration standpoint, increasing arousal causes concentration to narrow. Your focus attention on the perceived threat, the flame as long as the match is in sight, and then the feeling of heat once the match gets close to your mouth. If you lack confidence, when you feel heat that will create more doubt and more muscle tension, making it harder for you to close your mouth.

     Not closing your mouth will result in getting burned. Once burned, your fear will be reinforced and the likelihood of your being successful the next time decreases unless something happens to increase your confidence.

     A confident performer, will know that he or she can be successful. That knowledge takes away the fear of being burned, which keeps arousal from reaching the point where it interferes with muscle tension, and/or with the automatic nature of putting something into your mouth and closing it. Small wonder that a very high level of confidence is associated with those athletes who are able to enter the zone.

