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state (i.e., energy and drive) certainly affects how he plays. Teams with 
players who question their abilities tend to be more tense. They begin 
thinking negatively and worrying, which creates additional tension. And, 
when an athlete or a team is tight, we know what happens. Apprehension 
grows, actions become hesitant, and emotions are negatively charged.

Dr. Martens’ concept of psychological momentum states that peak 
performance most often occurs when confidence and energy levels are 
high. Individual players and teams as a whole set the stage for success 
when they believe in their ability to perform well—and when they com-
bine that belief with a burning desire to outcompete the opponent. When 
channeled appropriately, the emotional excitement in the gym and the 
intense competitive atmosphere in a game can further contribute to this 
positive motivational state.

Building ConfidenCe
The truism “Nothing predicts future success better than past success” 
could easily be reworded to “What best enhances confidence in a task is 
previous success in that task.” Clearly, athletes—like everyone else—gain 
the greatest confidence in their ability to perform through successful ex-
periences in that sport. Legendary football coach Bill Parcells summed it 
up well when he said, “Confidence comes from demonstrated skill.”

Albert Bandura, a renowned psychologist, developed a well-supported 
social theory about self-efficacy that explains and describes the phenom-
enon that Parcells and others have observed. Bandura’s theory, supported 
by many experiments, explains how higher self-expectations lead to higher 
performance.

Research on the relationship between confidence and performance 
confirms the following: The more a player expects to achieve, the more 
he actually will achieve. The confident player expects to shoot a high 
percentage, pass consistently well without turnovers, defend successfully, 
and get a lot of rebounds.

Bandura made another point that may seem obvious: Confidence is 
mostly based on past performance. In other words, the better players 
have performed in the past, the more confidence they’ll have in the 
future, and the better they’ll actually perform. This leads to the most 
obvious way to build confidence—that is, to play well consistently and 
expect to play well in the future. Thus, a very skilled and proven player 
should be confident. A player with weak skills and without a successful 
background is likely to be diffident—the opposite of confident. Confidence 
without ability is a false or unrealistic confidence. Following are some 
tangible ways to develop skills and competitive success in an effort to 
begin building confidence.
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Skill Confidence
In high school and college, coaches usually meet with players individually 
in early September, and teams play their first game in late November. This 
means there is a period of approximately 80 days from the first meeting 
with each player until the first game, ample time for the athletes to work 
on and improve specific skills—and to gain confidence in those skills.

As we all know, the three-point shot has become an important part of 
most teams’ offenses. The early portion of the school year—before the first 
official team practice—is a golden opportunity for players to sharpen their 
shooting eye from the arc. When practicing, a repetitive shooting drill can 
be used to time how long it takes a player to make 100 three-point shots 
(working with a rebounder who passes the ball back). Perimeter players 
should be able to do this easily within 10 minutes. Bryce Drew, the former 
Valparaiso University guard who hit the famous buzzer beater to upset 
the University of Mississippi in the 1998 NCAA tournament, once sank 100 
three-pointers in only 7 minutes 30 seconds when performing this drill.

Rules limit how much contact and oversight coaches can have with 
players in the preseason. Therefore, for shooting or any other skill im-
provement to occur, players must commit to performing drills on their 
own, without a coach monitoring them. Players who make that commit-
ment can make great strides. A perimeter player, for example, can easily 
make more than 10,000 three-point shots during preseason workouts (i.e., 
a little more than 100 makes per day). And, based on what we know about 
the experience of success, that player should be more confident shooting 
from the arc when the season begins.

Physical Confidence
Proper conditioning of the body is also important, not only for the strength 
and stamina needed to compete at a top level throughout a game, but also 
for performing skills proficiently. As discussed in chapter 1, increased 
physical strength can enhance inside scoring, rebounding, and defensive 
abilities.

Strength gained in the weight room also tends to elevate a player’s 
personal and athletic confidence. Belief in oneself blooms as a result of 
consistently fulfilled daily goals in the weight room, increased strength evi-
dent in greater maximum lifts, and visible changes seen in a more muscular 
physique (everyone likes to look strong!). A hard worker and achiever in 
both the weight room and gym is often a more confident athlete.

Richard “Rip” Hamilton is one player who has benefited significantly 
during his career because of his dedication to off-season workouts. His 
outside and mid-range shooting prowess was developed through count-
less hours alone on the court. And when Rip decided to apply that same 
dedication to his physical conditioning in the midst of his NBA career, it 
resulted in improvement to his shooting, movement without the ball, and 
defense. These improvements came about not only because he was in 
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better shape, but also because he had greater confidence in his abilities 
as a result of his tireless training regimen.

Competitive Confidence
The best way to build true, realistic confidence is for players to use the 
strength and skills they’ve acquired in workouts and practices to achieve 
greater success in games. The more game success players experience, the 
stronger their confidence becomes.

But coaches and players have to answer some critical questions to 
determine the best nature of those competitive experiences. What level 
of competition is most appropriate for the player to be challenged but 
not frustrated by the size, skill, and maturity of opposing players? What 
age, talent level, and types of personalities of teammates will make for 
the best fit? What kind of structure would be most beneficial to expand 
yet not clash with the style that seems most suitable? The answers will 
differ based on each player’s background and attributes.

Two Stages of Competitive Confidence
Remember that the underlying key is building true, long-term confidence. 
But achieving that is a process that some athletes complete more readily 
than others.

The “Potential” Player Potential players are those who can be successful 
but have not yet had a high level of success. There can be many reasons 
why the player has not had success yet: youthful immaturity, inexperi-
ence, lack of coaching, lack of confidence, or lack of mental toughness. 
However, the player has the physical ability and skill he needs in order 
to be successful.

One basketball club (Pussihukat) in Helsinki seeks out the best young 
players and is committed to developing them, whereas many other clubs 
search for older, more proven players who seem ready to win. Still, Pussi-
hukat has been very successful in the Finnish League and has set the stage 
for many players to move on to NCAA and European competition.

One year, former coach Pekka Salminen organized a tour of the United 
States to play against a number of top NCAA Division I teams. He believed 
that the tour would be a great educational and team-bonding experience. 
He also thought the tough competition would help get Pussihukat ready 
for their season. However, the team was younger and had less experience 
than the competition. The players were also unaccustomed to such travel 
and worn down from playing night after night with no rest. They were 
talented, but they were overmatched. After the team suffered repeated 
defeats by large margins, Coach Salminen saw the confidence drain from 
his club, and he found that it took a very long time to restore it. Instead 
of starting their regular season strong because of improvement from 
playing against strong competition, they started poorly because of low 
confidence.


