
Psycho Babble Banding? 

Now, I am going to start this banding article by talking about my golf game. I am not great golfer, but 

about three years ago I had a real problem with my putting. Anyone who has played golf will tell you 

that if you cannot putt then you will not score well and, consequentially, you will never win a match 

or enjoy your game. Putting is the most important part of playing well by a country-mile. In an 

attempt to solve this crippling problem I, over several months, practiced a great deal. I changed my 

putter. Then changed my technique (several times). And, took advice from some very good players. 

Nothing I did seemed to work until someone said, casually, “…have read-up on Doctor Bob?”. 

After a quick look on the Internet, I found that this helpful person was referring to the writings of the 

sports psychologist, Dr. Bob Rotella (www.drbobrotella.com). His credentials were pretty impressive 

having been the mind-doctor behind many professional golf champions. Anyway, like many people, I 

had had a handful of dealings with psychologists in team building exercises and training programmes 

over the years in my engineering career. I must be honest that these experiences left me a little 

sceptical about their teachings, but my putting was so poor and I was really not enjoying my golf, my 

hobby. 

I took the plunge and bought one of his books. These are really booklets and are pretty inexpensive 

(the one I bought was about £6 GBP). His prose style was casual. No psycho babble. Easy to read and 

digest. Full of observations, techniques, and tools to help you get your mind in the right place for 

putting under the pressure of competition. It took less than 3 hours to read enough for me to set-

off, immediately, to my golf club to play 18 holes. When I came off the course I was truly astonished 

that I had putted so much better, so quickly, by simply changing my mind-set as the Doctor had 

suggested. Over the next few weeks it steadily got better and better until putting became the 

strongest part of my game. Whilst I am not a disciple of his teachings, I can say that I enjoy my 

golfing far more, today, than I did a few years back. In this instance, sports psychology really helped 

me. I was impressed. 

Now, what has this to do with banding?  

For many years I competed in national and international championships with some degree of 

success. What struck me was how much of the Doctor’s golfing psychology would read across to 

band competition and on-stage performance. Sure, the settings (golf course + musical stage) were 

very different, but the pressures of preparation and competition were very similar. The more I 

thought about it the more convinced I was that it must be the case. Further, I could not remember a 

time during my 30 years of banding where sports psychology had been used at all, by me or those I 

performed with. 

This is the reason why I am writing this article. Not to convince you that it works, rather to suggest 

that it deserves debate and, may be, use by someone in desperate need of on-stage improvement of 

their putting playing.  

To whet your appetite, I have highlighted just a few of Dr. Rotella’s teachings, below. I have 

attempted to interpret his teachings in a banding context, rather than keeping it in the language of 

golf. I must repeat that these are the teachings of Dr. Bob Rotella and not my own thoughts. 

Moreover, he covers the whole of the subject matter, whereas I have only cherry-picked a few of his 

teachings to promote the debate in a banding context. Well, he goes. 

Confidence handles nerves  

Your on-stage performance is a result two primary factors within your control: capability and 

confidence. Capability is your competence to play all the notes in tune, correctly, with expression, 



and without blemish. Capability is directed by the conductor and developed by the band personnel 

through dedicated and focussed practice over a period of time. Capbility is underpinned by the 

intrinsic skill and talent of those involved.  

Hours and hours are spent in honing capability in readiness for the 15 minutes on-stage, but how 

much time is spent on confidence? Sports psychology says that confidence can be worked upon, 

improved, and cared for as much as practicing over time can improve capability. 

Sports psychology tells us that confidence enables you to best execute your capability under the 

most stressful (competition) circumstances. Particularly, it helps the player to, more easily, manage 

the negative effects of nervousness. Have you ever asked yourself the question why you split a note 

in a solo, on-stage, when you never did through any rehearsal? Nerves are the likely cause, but it can 

be the lack of confidence that is the root of this problem. Your level of confidence greatly helps to 

manage understandable and natural nervousness during on-stage performances. 

Dr. Rotella teaches tools & techniques to improve confidence, but I wish to explore typical banding 

examples where confidence can be eroded, or destroyed, all too easily – at least, in my banding 

experiences.  

I have lost count of the number of times I have been involved in an inquisition on the band bus on 

the way back from the contest after a poor result. This ate away like a cancer for a week or two after 

the event, if the result had been particularly bad. It did lead to poor and ineffectually rehearsals for a 

period of time. Apathy, depression and gloom set-in for many. It took some time for us to recover, 

pull our socks up, and to get stuck in again. What we did not realise, at the time, was that this 

inquisition triggered a significant dip in our confidence level. My band was subsequently further 

away from feeling confidence about winning the next contest than ever. I know, as I felt it. More 

importantly, our band had handed to our future competitors a distinct advantage with our self-

inflicted damage to our confidence. In reality, we had severely reduced our ability to manage 

nervousness in future competition by this informal inquisition being done at the wrong time and 

wrong place. 

Now, years later, how I wish we could have stopped the inquisition on the bus home. Put a post-

competition review in-place to calmly reflect on the band’s preparation and performance. Review 

the good things and the bad. To put things right by making changes or improvements for the next 

competition. More importantly, to celebrate that which went right to promote confidence.  

As a player, I may have waited for a few days after the day of competition. To then calmly reflect on 

both the negatives and pay particular attention to the positives of my own performance. If the 

negatives suggested that my capability was not good enough, eg. I lacked stamina and my tuning 

suffered in the high-range, then I could have put into action a practice regime that would fix the 

‘problem’ for future contests. Then I could have immediately forgotten about the poor tuning, 

confident that my re-structured practice regime would address this weakness in time. Doing it this 

way would prevent my confidence from being battered by a poor contest result. 

Sports psychology tells us to avoid dwelling on the negative (poor result) as this allows our minds to 

spiral: leading to despair, regret, and gloom. How many of us recall that split note that spoiled a 

performance. We re-live that moment over and over and over and over in our minds. We forget 

everything else we did that day that was good and only focus on the bad. This is a mind trap that is 

easy to fall in to and kills confidence. 

By the way, conductors need confidence, too! 



Keep to routine 

In the most stressful circumstances routine is very important. Sports psychology tells us that routine 

is a key enabler to take how you play in the bandroom on to the contest stage. The mind 

subconsciously tells itself, “ah, here we go again” or “this is all familiar” and then, almost robotically, 

your body, fingers, embouchure, etc., executes normally without tightness or allowing natural 

nervousness to dominate.  

If you were to compare the routine of a typical band practice night with the events of a whole 

contest day then these routines would be starkly different. The differences in routine have a 

potential to negatively impact on your contest performance. Differences can nurture nervousness 

which then effects performance. 

For example, do not allow your warm-up routine to change or be disrupted. Nervousness can make 

you tootle far too much in the wrong environments on contest day. How often do over-zealous 

organisers inadvertently disrupt warm-up preparation through the act of shepherding from changing 

room to registration to green room to stage. Keep to your warm-up routine as closely as you can.   

Of course, it is not possible to manage the contest day to mimic all the routines of normal practice, 

but it is possible to reduce the overall impact of these differences that can spoil your enjoyment and 

the quality of your contest performance.  

Find peace in battle 

As the day of the contest performance approaches individuals can want to win too much. What 

happens is they become fixated on winning so much so that the event, itself, becomes huge and 

dominates all preparation. Of course, having the desire to win is fine, but in excess it can make you 

over-practise, analyse a passage that does not need it, creates a level of mild panic to final 

rehearsals, or, in the extreme, makes you question your ability to win before you even arrive at the 

contest venue. Therefore, want-to-win and work-to-win, but do not let it take over. Sustain a 

peaceful preparation towards the day and the contest performance, avoiding unnecessary drama en 

route. Always remain quietly determined. 

For example, your band has drawn a late draw which leads to hours of hanging around the contest 

hall. The contest hall is not a place conducive to peace and quiet. Have contingency plans in-place to 

get away from the venue to somewhere quieter and more restful, out of the lime-light and field of 

battle. This will help to maintain calmness in performers and reduce stress levels for all. 

Finally, sports psychology advises us to imagine that the contest stage is a sanctuary of peace: away 

from the hustle and bustle of practise, travel, hall congestion, registration, etc. This is a time where 

you, your fellow players, and the conductor can enjoy performing to an audience. This is an 

emotional release to look forward to. It is an opportunity to shine and express yourself. Enjoy it!   

Focus on the task 

Sports psychology tells us to “stay in the moment” and “focus” but what on earth do they mean? 

Question: what is going though your mind mind as the contest stage is set-up, as you enter in 

formation, and as you sit down before setting about the test piece? 

The following are examples of the sort of stuff that filled my head at this time:  

“Who were the last band? – they sounded good.” 

“There’s not a lot of people in the hall.” 

“What order are we entering the stage in?” 



“Trombones are sitting a bit closer than they do normally.” 

“My stand is not quite the right height.” 

“It’s quite hot in here.” 

“Wish that baby would stop crying.” 

“Has the adjudicator rung the bell, yet?” 

How had any of this got do with the performance I, and my band, were about to give? Think about it. 

Go back to the last time you were on the contest stage and recall what you were thinking in the lead 

up to your first note. 

So, keep all the rubbish out of your head and focus on the task in-hand: playing the test piece as well 

as you can. Nothing else matters. Do not let this extraneous stuff clutter your mind in the build-up to 

your performance. Think about the music and playing really well as soon as you have registered. 

Keep your mind clear of all other rubbish. Keep your focus and avoid distractions. 

The believers in you 

A band’s worst critic is the band itself. This is even truer for an individual player who will hear every 

flaw, every fault, and every weakness in their playing which can easily lead to self-doubt. No matter 

whether you are the best in the land or a grade-4 beginner, everyone needs to be told by others that 

they have talent, that they are improving, that they are good. Self-confidence has real value, of 

course, but the belief of others, clearly voiced, is really important for on-stage success at contests.  

Remember the last time someone complimented you. Felt good, didn’t it? I bet that you played 

better on the back of it, too. 

In conclusion 

Now, no-one is suggesting that full commitment to sports psychology is going to enable a third tier 

Cornish village band to topple the current Welsh elite. Nope. 

My limited experience has found that the application of just the odd performance improvement idea 

from sports psychology, here and there, has made me a better putter and a happier golfer. If I had 

still been playing, I would have definitely applied some sports psychology because I believe it would 

have helped me to enjoy contesting more than I did. – That is, I would more often have transferred 

the player I was in the bandroom to the contest platform, with less fuss and bother in the process. 

This article has just scratched the surface of the potential use of sports psychology in improving 

contest performance. I am not a psychologist, so don’t quote me, or gripe at me that it doesn’t work, 

please. This article is about exploring the idea of the use of sports psychology in band competition to 

help players and conductors alike. 

What I believe Dr. Bob Rotella was telling me, as a golfer, was common sense. He provided some 

observations on what not to do and even simpler tools to improve performance under the stresses 

of competition. What he also did was avoid any dangerous excursions into psycho babble.  I may not 

have interpreted what he was teaching precisely, but one thing is for sure, I putt a lot better than I 

once did. 
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