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ABSTRACT
Pressure training (PT) strategically increases pressure during 
training to improve athletes’ abilities to cope with pressure in 
competition. Although evidence suggests that PT can improve 
performance under pressure, implementation of PT can be 
challenging in applied settings. The purpose of this article is 
to guide sport psychology practitioners and coaches in con-
ducting PT at both elite and lower levels of sport. We first 
outline basics of PT, including who will benefit from the inter-
vention and when to conduct it. We also clarify the purpose 
of PT and distinguish it from other forms of coaching that may 
seem similar. The next section includes steps for conducting 
PT effectively. Based on research and applied practice, these 
recommendations address how to create pressure and how to 
establish training environments that are conducive to PT. Each 
recommendation describes a principle that can guide practi-
tioners and coaches as they tailor PT to specific sports and 
levels of competition. We argue that the use of negative con-
sequences, an existing or “baseline” level of pressure, and 
involvement of coaches are key ingredients for conducting PT 
that promotes athletes’ development.

While preparing for the Tokyo Olympics in 2021, gymnast Max Whitlock 
described expectations for his performance: “I’m expected to bring back 
gold, so a year of silvers is seen as a failure and the pressure ramps up” 
(Majendle, 2021). Whitlock’s training reflected the importance of preparing 
to perform under such pressure. In anticipating the atmosphere of the 
Olympics during the COVID-19 pandemic, Whitlock described “making 
myself uncomfortable, with a pommel horse in the middle of an empty 
hall with a live stream on me to try to prepare a bit differently” (Majendle, 
2021). He went on to successfully defend his gold medal.

Sport psychology has provided athletes with various techniques for 
reducing anxiety (Ong & Chua, 2021), but Whitlock’s choice to make 
himself “uncomfortable” suggests there is value in experiencing that anxiety 
and nervousness while training. Similar to Whitlock, coaches and sport 
psychology practitioners can conduct pressure training (PT) to acclimate 
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athletes to pressure. PT involves strategically utilizing pressure during 
training to improve athletes’ abilities to cope with pressure in competition 
(Stoker et  al., 2016). Pressure can be created by announcing and applying 
consequences for athletes if they fail to perform up to a specific standard 
during training. Consequences can take the form of judgment, such as 
evaluation by the performance director or a leaderboard that publicly 
displays each athlete’s scores on a drill. Other consequences include unde-
sirable tasks, such as having to clean changing rooms. In addition to added 
pressure, PT involves support from coaches and practitioners to teach 
athletes skills for coping with the pressure.

PT parallels exposure therapy for treating anxiety disorders (Foa, 2011). 
In exposure therapy, clients are intentionally exposed to their anxiety-pro-
voking situation so they can learn that the situation will not necessarily 
harm them. This experience provides clients with evidence that disconfirms 
their expectations that the situation will harm them. For example, patients 
with post-traumatic stress from a car accident might be asked to sit in a 
parked car and then work up to riding in the car. Recognizing evidence 
of their safety can enhance how they manage their emotions and behaviors. 
In PT, athletes can, over time, similarly see evidence that pressure will 
not necessarily hurt their performance. This training can also increase 
self-awareness of responses to pressure and build confidence in one’s ability 
to cope (Kegelaers & Oudejans, 2022).

Although PT has potential benefits for performance, achieving those 
benefits is not necessarily a straightforward process. For example, coaches 
and practitioners have to create enough pressure to simulate competition 
but also avoid creating so much that it overwhelms athletes. Once appro-
priate techniques for creating pressure are identified, coaches and practi-
tioners still need to ensure that PT is effective at developing athletes’ 
performance in competition. As with many interventions, the effectiveness 
can depend on buy-in from athletes. Consistency of PT is also a critical 
factor because learning skills requires enough repetition and time between 
repetitions to consolidate learning (Luft & Buitrago, 2005), so one PT 
session is unlikely to be enough for athletes to learn and retain coping 
abilities. In addition, PT generally takes place within physical training 
sessions, where athletes and coaches might be focused on other priorities 
in addition to preparing for pressure. Accordingly, practitioners and coaches 
need to be skilled at designing the intervention as well as integrating it 
into a team or organization’s culture.

Research has examined the complexities of PT. Stoker et  al. (2016) 
developed a framework for creating pressure. Low, Butt, et  al. (2022) 
examined how practitioners deliver PT effectively, and intervention studies 
have evaluated PT in applied settings (e.g., Kent et  al., 2022). Despite the 
recent advances in knowledge, their existence in the literature does not 
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guarantee their translation to applied practice. Sport organizations may 
struggle to translate research to applied practice because of barriers to 
accessing and understanding research (Holt et  al., 2018). Thus, it is import-
ant for researchers to communicate findings on PT to coaches and prac-
titioners so that PT is purposeful and backed by evidence.

Purpose

Having conducted research on PT, we aim to facilitate the translation of 
our findings to applied practice in this article. This research has also been 
informed by our research team’s experience conducting PT with university 
and international-level athletes. Our purpose is to: (a) distinguish PT as 
an intervention that has clear intent and is integrated into athletes’ existing 
training, and (b) provide recommendations for designing and delivering 
PT effectively. These recommendations are intended for both practitioners 
and coaches. In many cases, practitioners can work with coaches to con-
duct PT. Alternatively, coaches who do not have access to a practitioner 
can apply these recommendations to conduct PT on their own.

In this article, we first seek to establish a common understanding of 
PT’s nature and objectives. Next, we discuss key decisions and steps for 
meeting those objectives. There may be more than one valid approach to 
conducting PT, and the exact delivery and intensity of PT might depend 
on context (e.g. level of competition). However, we believe that coaches 
and practitioners can benefit most from reading clear stances on the 
principles that can make PT effective. Therefore, at the very least, we 
hope the ideas presented in this article highlight questions and factors to 
consider within one’s specific context.

Pressure training basics: Who, what, when, and why

In this section, we contextualize PT. We explore what PT involves and 
distinguish it from other forms of training and coaching. Deciding when 
and for whom to conduct PT can also enhance understanding of the 
intervention. This decision requires coaches and practitioners to use their 
judgment, and Figure 1 presents a decision tree that outlines considerations 
that can inform their judgment. Following Figure 1 can help ensure that 
PT is conducted to serve the needs of athletes. The sub-sections below 
provide more detail, evidence, and examples that further help to answer 
the questions in the decision tree and guide PT’s use in applied settings.

Who: Which athletes to train under pressure

PT can benefit a range of athletes from different sports and levels of 
competition. Early studies focused primarily on individual sports or 
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individual tasks within team sports, such as free throws in basketball (e.g., 
Oudejans & Pijpers, 2009). More recently, intervention studies have sug-
gested that PT is feasible and beneficial for team sports, including soccer 
and basketball (Kegelaers et  al., 2021; Kent et  al., 2022). This research has 
demonstrated improved resilience and decision making for individual 
players as well as improving team functioning, such as communication 
under pressure (Kegelaers & Oudejans, 2022).

Figure 1. pressure training decision tree.
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International-level athletes have performed better after PT (e.g., Alder 
et  al., 2016), so individuals who are already highly-skilled can still improve 
their ability to cope with pressure. They have reported that PT provides 
the opportunity to practice coping skills and change the way they interpret 
pressure (Low et  al., 2022). PT may also improve performance at lower 
levels of sport (e.g., Bell et  al., 2013; Low et  al., 2021). Although added 
pressure might initially impede skill acquisition for less experienced athletes, 
developing coping skills in parallel with physical skills via PT could lead 
to better performance in the long run. For example, perfecting a tennis 
serve without pressure may not be very useful if the player will then have 
to learn how to hit that same serve while feeling pressure.

To determine if PT would work in their specific context, coaches and 
practitioners can first consider whether their athletes will feel pressure during 
competition (see the first question in Figure 1’s decision tree). Athletes can 
perceive pressure in a variety of scenarios. Elite athletes in a championship 
game could be an especially visible example, but a high school team could 
also feel pressure in a playoff game that is personally meaningful to the 
players. At any level of competition, a bench player could feel pressure to 
impress coaches during a rare opportunity to play, or athletes returning 
from injury could feel that they have to prove that they can contribute to 
their team again. Next, as the second question in Figure 1 suggests, coaches 
and practitioners can then assess whether their athletes are still expected 
to perform despite such pressure. The priorities and goals of a coach, team, 
or athlete could indicate such expectations to perform under pressure. If a 
team prioritizes winning or an individual is determined to reach the next 
level of competition, then PT would prepare them to achieve those goals. 
The right intensity of pressure may vary for different individuals or levels 
of competition, but the need to acclimate to pressure remains. In contrast, 
the intervention could detract from teams or programs designed to generate 
interest in a sport or promote physical activity instead of performance.

What: Creating pressure, not difficulty

This section’s purpose is to clarify what PT involves. Although various 
approaches to PT exist (Kegelaers & Oudejans, 2022), our main argument 
here is that coaches and practitioners should aim to create an environment 
that truly creates pressure. Pressure may seem to be an obvious component 
of PT, but we propose that creating pressure requires distinguishing it 
from other aspects of competition, such as the difficulty of a task. In this 
section, we start by defining pressure. Next, we explain how this definition 
distinguishes pressure from a task’s difficulty. Finally, we discuss why this 
distinction between pressure and difficulty is important to recognize when 
designing PT.
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To understand what PT entails, it is helpful to define pressure first. 
Baumeister (1984) defined pressure as the increased importance to perform 
well. “Importance” can refer to what an athlete, coach, and/or team feels 
is important. A penalty kick in the World Cup final might be a classic 
example of pressure, but pressure can appear in various situations, vary 
in intensity, and come from different sources for different athletes. For 
example, upcoming selection for a competition is one circumstance that 
could create pressure. For youth athletes who are trying to make their 
club’s senior team, observation by the senior team’s coaches could be a 
source of pressure. Across these examples, pressure’s defining feature is 
the perception that performance is even more important compared to 
other moments or competitions. PT seeks to create this increased impor-
tance during a training session.

Pressure can easily be confused with a task’s difficulty, so distinguishing 
pressure from difficulty can further clarify the experience that PT aims to 
provide athletes. Stoker et  al. (2016) found that one of the most common 
ways in which coaches attempted to increase “pressure” was to intentionally 
add demands to a task or environment. For example, simulating crowd 
noise or increasing fatigue may add physical or cognitive demands to a 
drill. However, when Stoker et  al. (2017) tested different techniques for 
creating pressure, demands were not effective even though they made the 
drill more difficult. Increased difficulty does not give athletes added reason 
to value the outcome of the drill. In fact, adding demands could prompt 
athletes to perceive less pressure compared to easier conditions in which 
the athletes “should” be able to perform well (Stoker et  al., 2017).

Distinguishing pressure from difficulty is important because it has applied 
implications. Learning to adjust to demands (e.g., distractions in the sur-
rounding environment) is necessary for athletes, but it may involve different 
skills than coping with pressure to impress a coach or avoid letting team-
mates down. If coaches and practitioners increase a task’s difficulty without 
also adding pressure, athletes might develop a false sense of readiness for 
competition because they have not also prepared for the feeling of pressure. 
To distinguish between pressure and difficulty in PT, coaches and practi-
tioners should create pressure by using techniques that truly increase the 
importance to perform. For example, Stoker et  al. (2017) found that con-
sequences for performance create more pressure than demands do. More 
details on selecting consequences are discussed in the recommendations below.

When to conduct PT: Frequency and timing

The question of when to conduct PT relates to frequency and timing of 
the intervention. Frequency refers to how often PT is conducted during 
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athletes’ training schedules (e.g., the number of days per week). The opti-
mal frequency may depend on each context. For example, a factor to 
consider is the number of hours that the athletes spend training in general. 
Another factor is the time an athlete can afford to spend preparing for 
pressure in addition to training other skills and tactics. Once these factors 
are considered, we at least suggest that PT be consistently integrated into 
training. Athletes need enough opportunity to learn and develop the skills 
and attitudes that will help them cope with pressure. Although not every 
training session should be pressurized, infrequent PT (e.g., one day per 
month) is not enough to develop coping skills. It is true that a given 
technique for creating pressure could diminish in its effectiveness over 
time; however, this “wearing off ” is not necessarily reason to limit the 
frequency of PT. Instead, it warrants alternating between different tech-
niques so that PT can still take place consistently.

Although PT should generally remain a fixture in training, some factors 
can influence the exact timing of the intervention. Timing can refer to 
the point within a training session and the point in the competitive season 
when PT takes place. Within a training session, the intent of a given drill 
can indicate whether or not to add pressure. Introducing basketball players 
to a new play would not warrant pressure as they learn it for the first 
time, but pressure could later be necessary to improve the consistency of 
their execution of that play. Over the course of a season, coaches and 
practitioners should consider timing of PT relative to upcoming compe-
titions. On the one hand, PT in the lead up to a competition could help 
ensure that athletes are ready for pressure. On the other hand, stopping 
PT right before competition could avoid the risk of hurting athletes’ con-
fidence if the athletes struggle during PT. With knowledge of their context, 
coaches and practitioners can consider these factors to decide when to 
increase or decrease PT.

Why: Training, not discipline

Some coaches might already use consequences to discipline athletes, but 
PT is distinct from discipline. When used as discipline, consequences are 
a reaction to an undesired behavior. For example, if athletes show up late 
for training, they may have to stay late or run sprints. Such consequences 
can reinforce a team’s values (e.g., respect or commitment) or deter a 
behavior. In contrast, consequences in PT are a proactive attempt to train 
skills for coping with a specific condition (i.e., pressure). It therefore 
requires creating that condition during a given drill. A coach or practi-
tioner would plan and state the consequence before the drill or even 
collaborate with athletes to determine the consequence ahead of PT (e.g., 
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by explaining PT and discussing potential consequences during a team 
meeting). Athletes are then aware of the increased stakes for performing 
well. It is also necessary to indicate the performance standard that athletes 
must reach to avoid the consequence. Standards could include having to 
make 10 putts in a row in golf or having to win a practice match in table 
tennis. The standard connects the consequence to performance only, which 
can help prevent athletes from misconstruing the consequence as a pun-
ishment connected to their self-worth or relationship with the staff.

The threat of the consequences creates opportunities to practice coping 
skills in conditions similar to the ones in which athletes will need those 
skills in competition (Low, Freeman, et  al., 2022). Whereas a workshop 
or consulting session can introduce the skills, PT helps athletes learn how 
and when to apply those skills while physically training for their sport. 
Athletes can become more self-aware of when they feel pressure and how 
they respond to it (Low, Freeman, et  al., 2022), and they can refine their 
coping skills. For example, they can learn which steps of a pre-performance 
routine are necessary for them and practice the routine so that it is a 
habit by time they get to competition.

Recommendations for conducting PT

This section discusses recommendations for planning and conducting PT. 
Although each sporting context is unique, practitioners and coaches can 
benefit from more direction than the simple suggestion to “tailor” PT to 
their athletes. We offer guidance on creating pressure; however, there is 
more to PT than the pressure itself. The training environment and the 
way PT is delivered are also important features of PT. Therefore, we rec-
ommend how to deliver PT effectively and structure a training environment 
that complements the addition of pressure. The application of each rec-
ommendation may differ across sports and levels of competition, but we 
hope these recommendations espouse principles that practitioners and 
coaches can then apply to their specific contexts.

Transparency about purpose and process

When coaches and practitioners understand that PT’s purpose is to train 
athletes’ abilities to cope with pressure, they can take steps to ensure that 
the pressure helps athletes develop. They can be transparent with athletes 
about expectations for performance and potential consequences. To gain 
buy-in for this training that may not be comfortable for athletes, coaches 
and practitioners can explain that preparing for pressure is part of a 
coaching staff ’s responsibility to prepare athletes for competition. When 
coaches discuss PT with athletes, practitioners can support them in 
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distinguishing PT from discipline. For example, they can remind a team 
that it already trains for anticipated challenges (e.g., an opponent’s favorite 
play) and that pressure is just another of those challenges. In addition, 
for practitioners and coaches to “walk the talk” when explaining PT’s 
purpose to promote development, they can first provide mental skills 
training and inform athletes that they will have a chance to practice those 
skills in PT. They can teach skills specifically for coping with the pressure 
faced in PT. This transparency and support show athletes that PT is sys-
tematic and well-planned, not indicative of a coach’s mood or desire to 
punish behavior.

Clearly communicating PT’s purpose can also preserve athletes’ rela-
tionships with coaches and practitioners. When consequences are used 
for discipline, they could affect a team’s culture or morale. Especially 
when a consequence is accompanied by verbal admonishment, athletes 
might feel that the consequence’s enforcement reflects their self-worth or 
their coach’s opinion of them as players. However, PT is based on the 
premise that athletes will face pressure in competition, regardless of their 
abilities, self-worth, or relationships with staff. If a coach or practitioner 
explains this reason, athletes may more likely embrace PT because they 
see that it is an exercise for them, not done to them (Low, Butt, et  al., 
2022). In Low, Butt et al.’s (2022) study, one practitioner suggested how 
he explains the role of PT to athletes: “It’s not to harm you. It’s not to 
make you look silly or to force you to make mistakes. It’s ‘Actually, we 
have a responsibility to you to prepare you for potentially extremely 
stressful situations’” (p. 5). In fact, athletes may appreciate and even desire 
the threat of a consequence because of the benefit to their performance 
(Low, Butt, et  al., 2022).

Negative consequences train positive responses

Once athletes understand that PT is intended to improve their performance, 
we recommend the use of negative consequences to create pressure. In 
this section, we first define negative consequences and suggest why they 
may create more pressure than rewards do. Next, we describe how to 
implement negative consequences in applied settings. Finally, we address 
concerns about the risks of using negative consequences.

Consequences are negative when they are undesirable to the athlete 
(e.g., a forfeit or negative judgment) and/or cause the loss of something 
valuable (e.g., playing time). In Alder et  al.’s (2016) study, international-level 
badminton players faced potential for negative judgment when their per-
formance in training was ranked against their peers. In Lawrence et  al.’s 
(2014) study on golf putting, each participant started with a monetary 
reward but would lose an amount after every missed putt. See Table 1 
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for additional examples of negative consequences. These negative conse-
quences contrast rewards for good performance, which Stoker et  al. (2019) 
found do not create pressure effectively.

Although some consequences seem to also offer positive outcomes (e.g., 
positive judgment for performing well), the potential loss may be the 
“active ingredient” for creating pressure. Baumeister et  al. (2001) observed 
that for many psychological phenomena, “bad is stronger than good” (p. 
323). The fear of making a poor impression can feel more salient than 
the opportunity to make a good impression. This fear can affect behavior 
too because athletes can be susceptible to loss aversion bias, or the moti-
vation to avoid losses more than to gain something of similar magnitude 
(Elmore & Urbaczewski, 2021). Forfeits or judgment can magnify this 
desire to avoid loss.

Coaches and practitioners can combine the recommendation to use 
negative consequences with their knowledge of their athletes. Consequences 
can be more effective if they are also personally meaningful to athletes. 
For one boxer who would commute to his national team’s training center, 
his consequence was having to stay at training camp an extra day instead 
of going home as early as possible like he preferred. Negative consequences 
also carry weight when they have implications for the athlete’s career or 
opportunities in the sport. For example, one international-level trampolinist 
has described practice competitions that influenced selection: If she did 
not meet coaches’ performance standards, she would not be selected for 
upcoming competitions. In both of these examples, the consequence was 
not fleeting or trivial and could instead impact athletes beyond a single 
moment or training session (Low, Freeman, et  al., 2022). That is, athletes 
could not simply “get it over with” in a few seconds like they would with 
running a sprint or doing a few pushups as their consequence. Although 
training may never fully replicate competition, PT can approximate the 
pressure of competition if consequences truly raise athletes’ perception of 
the need to perform well (Low, Freeman, et  al., 2022).

Some coaches or practitioners might hesitate to apply forfeits or judg-
ment that make athletes uncomfortable and anxious, but remembering 
PT’s purpose can ease concerns. Negative consequences may appear to 
encourage athletes to “play not to lose” (i.e., avoid risk, play cautiously) 

Table 1. Examples of negative consequences.
Judgment leader board displaying performance scores in training

observation by authority figure (e.g., senior team head coach)
performance rated by coaches

forfeits Sitting out remainder of training session
Singing in front of teammates
Deselection for next competition
cleaning changing room
teammates must do sprints/pushups
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rather than “play to win.” However, the purpose of PT is to train that 
ability to “play to win” even under conditions that make doing so uncom-
fortable (i.e., pressure). PT parallels exposure therapy in this way. Exposure 
therapy seeks to activate a patient’s fears so that the patient learns that a 
certain situation is actually safe (Rauch & Foa, 2006). Similarly, PT creates 
pressure under which athletes may initially struggle, but systematic expo-
sure to it allows them to learn that they are still able to perform. The 
comparison to exposure therapy also reassures the use of PT with athletes 
who struggle with pressure, performance anxiety or fear of failure. In fact, 
these athletes may have the most to gain from PT. As therapists do in 
exposure therapy, coaches and practitioners can increment pressure grad-
ually such that athletes are not overwhelmed. Without facing conditions 
that require them to cope, athletes are less likely to develop the skills to 
cope when such conditions occur in competition.

Establish “baseline” pressure

Consequences may amplify pressure, but they are not a “silver bullet” to 
make up for a lack of competitiveness or intensity in training. For athletes 
to take the possibility of consequences seriously, some amount of pressure 
may need to exist already in the training environment. This “baseline” 
pressure could come from internal competition for playing time, a culture 
committed to performance, or a desire to impress coaches. If a youth 
team focuses on fun and learning the sport, a consequence contingent on 
performance likely will not raise pressure because players are not used to 
being held to performance standards. Even at higher levels of sport, train-
ing can lack competitiveness if teammates are too accustomed to training 
with each other or starters are not in danger of losing their starting 
position. Few ethical consequences are likely to be strong enough to create 
pressure on their own if performance in training is not already truly valued.

Rather than aim for a sudden spike in pressure, coaches and practi-
tioners can first increase pressure incrementally in a team’s typical training 
if baseline pressure is lacking (see Figure 1). For example, tracking key 
statistics during practice and posting them in the locker room could 
encourage athletes to value each repetition or small-sided game. At select 
times, coaches could also limit the number of full practice games (e.g., 
5-on-5 in basketball) or whole routines within a training session so that 
athletes have to perform without multiple chances to try again. Establishing 
this baseline pressure can prime athletes for PT, and PT can then serve 
as an even more focused effort to train abilities to cope with pressure.

Because baseline pressure is not easily quantified in applied practice, 
determining when an environment is conducive to PT may be more of 
an art than an exact science. Practitioners and coaches can gauge when 
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additional pressure would be consistent with a team’s existing standards 
for performance in training. For example, a team’s goals could indicate 
whether or not to prioritize performance under pressure. PT is likely 
appropriate if a team is determined to achieve a specific outcome that 
will require facing pressure, such as making the playoffs or winning a 
championship. The addition of consequences should not appear as a gim-
mick to motivate athletes but rather as a logical progression to achieving 
goals. The more emphasis athletes and coaches place on performance in 
training, the more likely PT will resemble competition. As Figure 1’s third 
question suggests, practitioners and coaches can also gauge whether their 
team needs to improve performance under pressure. If the team often 
performs well in training but struggles in competition, then pressure could 
be the aspect of competition that is missing in training.

Involve coaches throughout PT

A key responsibility of practitioners is to involve coaches in PT. Although 
coaches can lead PT on their own, it may often be the case that a prac-
titioner recommends PT to a coach. Once coaches agree to use PT, they 
can help tailor it to their athletes (Low, Butt, et  al., 2022). Practitioners 
can talk to coaches about how and when their athletes have felt pressure, 
and these conversations can help identify potential consequences to use. 
Practitioners can also work with coaches to align PT with the skills or 
tactics that the coaches already plan to emphasize in the training session. 
Coaches are likely the ones who know which standards of performance 
are necessary for an upcoming competition or specific opponent. Aiming 
for these standards can make PT more meaningful to athletes than if 
consequences are contingent on arbitrary ones. While PT sessions take 
place, coaches can remind athletes of the consequences and reinforce the 
performance standards. After PT, coaches can lead or contribute to debriefs 
for athletes to reflect on how they cope with pressure and connect PT to 
scenarios they might encounter in competition.

Given that the coach is often the head of the staff working with the 
athlete(s), it is important that the coach understands and embraces PT 
before it occurs. Whereas other interventions take place separately from 
physical training (e.g., goal setting), PT is integrated into training sessions. 
Practitioners conducting PT are therefore operating in a time and place 
that is typically the coach’s domain. Involving coaches in decision-making, 
such as choosing consequences, can show them that PT is a way to enhance 
their training session—not the practitioner’s attempt to take over the 
training (Low et  al., 2022). PT needs to be conducted consistently, and 
coaches may be more likely to continue to prioritize PT if they have 
invested time and effort into it.



JOuRnAL Of SPORT PSychOLOgy In AcTIOn 13

When coaches actively engage in conducting PT, their investment can 
set an example for athletes to follow. Instead of seeing PT as a novelty, 
a team can see it as a regular part of training if coaches are equally 
involved in it as they are in other aspects of training. Even if athletes are 
the ones who select how to create pressure, coaches can add layers to the 
need to perform well. Their involvement demonstrates that performance 
in training is important not just to avoid a consequence but for the larger 
purpose of preparing for competition.

Practitioners should embrace the collaborative nature of PT, but they 
are the ones who may need to drive this collaboration. Below are steps 
practitioners can take to do so.

Communicate that PT is a shared responsibility
Practitioners should meet with coaches to explain the value of PT and 
design the intervention together. These discussions should include agreeing 
on the time and effort that coaches will need to commit to PT and the 
reasons that their involvement will yield better results (e.g., athletes’ 
buy-in). They can also anticipate other priorities that might compete for 
coaches’ time and then agree on roles in PT. This way, coaches can under-
stand what they need to do to make PT an integral part of training rather 
than a one-time event.

Utilize coaches’ knowledge
Coach involvement is as important for the design of PT as it is for gener-
ating athletes’ buy-in. Because they know their sport and league, coaches 
are likely in the best position to identify the situations in which their team/
athlete will need to cope with pressure. Because they know their athletes, 
coaches may be able to assess whether a proposed consequence would create 
pressure for their athletes. Practitioners can point to this coach-specific 
knowledge to explain why coaches need to be involved when planning PT.

Train coaches’ observation and debriefing skills

To train coaches to lead or contribute to debriefs, practitioners can suggest 
questions to ask athletes after PT. Some questions may target athletes’ 
self-awareness about their performance during PT (e.g., “What did you 
do that helped/hurt you in this drill?”), and other questions may prompt 
athletes to reflect on coping skills (e.g., “How well did you stick to your 
pre-shot routine?”). If needed, training observational skills can help coaches 
tailor debriefs to specific areas of improvement for the athletes. For 
instance, golfers might rush their pre-shot routine, or Tae Kwon Do ath-
letes might fixate on the scoreboard. Coaches can then directly address 
these tendencies of athletes during debriefs.
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Conclusion

This article began by describing how gymnast Max Whitlock prepared for 
the pressure of the Olympics. Not every athlete may have the same desire 
to make themselves “uncomfortable” in training like Whitlock, so coaches 
and sport psychology practitioners can conduct PT to train athletes’ abil-
ities to perform under pressure. Research on PT has advanced, and we 
have attempted to guide coaches and practitioners in applying findings 
from that research. We offer four recommendations. First, PT’s purpose 
is to develop athletes and their performance, so practitioners and coaches 
should be transparent about this purpose. Athletes can then understand 
the value of PT, even if the training is stressful or uncomfortable. Second, 
PT’s purpose also informs our recommendation to use negative conse-
quences to create pressure. Compared to rewards or increased task diffi-
culty, negative consequences may more effectively generate the sense of 
judgment or threat that athletes need to practice overcoming.

The creation of pressure might be the most prominent feature of PT, but 
the existing culture and training environment can be equally important. In 
our third recommendation, we suggest that practitioners wait to conduct the 
intervention until the team or athlete regularly trains with a certain baseline 
level of pressure that consequences can then amplify. Practitioners can help 
coaches develop a team culture that values competitiveness and performance 
in training before they systematically train performance under pressure. Finally, 
although practitioners have an active role throughout PT, they should also 
involve coaches. PT is unlikely to make a lasting impact on performance if it 
remains a novelty run by the practitioner, and it may be more regularly inte-
grated into a team’s training if coaches share responsibility for the intervention.

Where applicable, the data that support the findings of this article are 
available from the corresponding author.

ORCID

William R. Low  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5118-1716
Joanne Butt  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0477-894X
Ian Maynard  http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2010-5072

References

Alder, D., Ford, P. R., Causer, J., & Williams, A. M. (2016). The effects of high- and 
low-anxiety training on the anticipation judgments of elite performers. Journal of Sport 
& Exercise Psychology, 38(1), 93–104. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.2015-0145

Baumeister, R. F. (1984). Choking under pressure: Self-consciousness and paradoxical 
effects of incentives on skillful performance. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
46(3), 610–620. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.46.3.610

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5118-1716
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0477-894X
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2010-5072
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.2015-0145
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.46.3.610


JOuRnAL Of SPORT PSychOLOgy In AcTIOn 15

Baumeister, R. F., Bratslavsky, E., Finkenauer, C., & Vohs, K. D. (2001). Bad is stronger than 
good. Review of General Psychology, 5(4), 323–370. https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.5.4.323

Bell, J. J., Hardy, L., & Beattie, S. (2013). Enhancing mental toughness and performance 
under pressure in elite young cricketers: A 2-year longitudinal intervention. Sport, 
Exercise, and Performance Psychology, 2(4), 281–297. https://doi.org/10.1037/spy0000010

Elmore, R., & Urbaczewski, A. (2021). Loss aversion in professional golf. Journal of Sports 
Economics, 22(2), 202–217. https://doi.org/10.1177/1527002520967403

Foa, E. B. (2011). Prolonged exposure therapy: Past, present, and future. Depression and 
Anxiety, 28(12), 1043–1047. https://doi.org/10.1002/da.20907

Holt, N. L., Pankow, K., Camiré, M., Côté, J., Fraser-Thomas, J., MacDonald, D. J., Strachan, 
L., & Tamminen, K. A. (2018). Factors associated with using research evidence in 
national sport organisations. Journal of Sports Sciences, 36(10), 1111–1117. https://doi.
org/10.1080/02640414.2017.1357830

Kegelaers, J., & Oudejans, R. R. D. (2022). Pressure makes diamonds? A narrative review 
on the application of pressure training in high-performance sports. International Journal 
of Sport and Exercise Psychology. Advanced online publication. https://doi.org/10.1080/
1612197X.2022.2134436

Kegelaers, J., Wylleman, P., Bunigh, A., & Oudejans, R. R. D. (2021). A mixed methods 
evaluation of a pressure training intervention to develop resilience in female basketball 
players. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 33(2), 151–172. https://doi.org/10.1080/10
413200.2019.1630864

Kent, S., Devonport, T. J., Lane, A. M., & Nicholls, W. (2022). Implementing a pressure 
training program to improve decision-making and execution of skill among premier 
league academy soccer players. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 34(4), 691–712. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2020.1868618

Lawrence, G. P., Cassell, V. E., Beattie, S., Woodman, T., Khan, M. A., Hardy, L., Gottwald, 
V. M., Hardy, L., & Gottwald, V. M. (2014). Practice with anxiety improves performance, 
but only when anxious: Evidence for the specificity of practice hypothesis. Psychological 
Research, 78(5), 634–650. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00426-013-0521-9

Low, W. R., Butt, J., Freeman, P., Stoker, M., & Maynard, I. (2022). Effective delivery of 
pressure training: Perspectives of athletes and sport psychologists. The Sport Psychologist, 
Advanced online publication. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2021-0178

Low, W. R., Freeman, P., Butt, J., Stoker, M., & Maynard, I. (2022). The role and creation of 
pressure in training: Perspectives of athletes and sport psychologists. Journal of Applied Sport 
Psychology. Advanced online publication. https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2022.2061637

Low, W. R., Sandercock, G. R. H., Freeman, P., Winter, M. E., Butt, J., & Maynard, I. 
(2021). Pressure training for performance domains: A meta-analysis. Sport, Exercise, 
and Performance Psychology, 10(1), 149–163. https://doi.org/10.1037/spy0000202

Luft, A. R., & Buitrago, M. M. (2005). Stages of motor skill learning. Molecular Neurobiology, 
32(3), 205–216. https://doi.org/10.1385/MN:32:3:205

Majendle, M. (2021). Max Whitlock interview: I trained on pommel horse in empty gym 
to help me visualise Tokyo Olympics. Evening Standard. https://www.standard.co.uk/
sport/sport-olympics/max-whitlock-interview-tokyo-olympics-2021-b948024.html

Ong, N. C. H., & Chua, J. H. E. (2021). Effects of psychological interventions on com-
petitive anxiety in sport: A meta-analysis. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 52, 101836. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2020.101836

Oudejans, R. R. D., & Pijpers, J. R. (2009). Training with anxiety has a positive effect on 
expert perceptual-motor performance under pressure. Quarterly Journal of Experimental 
Psychology (2006), 62(8), 1631–1647. https://doi.org/10.1080/17470210802557702

https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.5.4.323
https://doi.org/10.1037/spy0000010
https://doi.org/10.1177/1527002520967403
https://doi.org/10.1002/da.20907
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2017.1357830
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2017.1357830
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2022.2134436
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2022.2134436
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2019.1630864
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2019.1630864
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2020.1868618
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00426-013-0521-9
https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2021-0178
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2022.2061637
https://doi.org/10.1037/spy0000202
https://doi.org/10.1385/MN:32:3:205
https://www.standard.co.uk/sport/sport-olympics/max-whitlock-interview-tokyo-olympics-2021-b948024.html
https://www.standard.co.uk/sport/sport-olympics/max-whitlock-interview-tokyo-olympics-2021-b948024.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2020.101836
https://doi.org/10.1080/17470210802557702


16 W. R. LOW ET AL.

Rauch, S., & Foa, E. (2006). Emotional processing theory (EPT) and exposure therapy 
for PTSD. Journal of Contemporary Psychotherapy, 36(2), 61–65. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10879-006-9008-y

Stoker, M., Lindsay, P., Butt, J., Bawden, M., & Maynard, I. W. (2016). Elite coaches’ 
experiences of creating pressure training environments. International Journal of Sport 
Psychology, 47(3), 262–281. https://doi.org/10.7352/IJSP2016.47.262

Stoker, M., Maynard, I., Butt, J., Hays, K., Hughes, P., Lindsay, P., Adams Norenberg, D., 
& Norenberg, D. A. (2019). The effect of manipulating individual consequences and 
training demands on experiences of pressure with elite disability shooters. The Sport 
Psychologist, 33(3), 221–227. https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2017.1298166

Stoker, M., Maynard, I., Butt, J., Hays, K., Lindsay, P., & Norenberg, D. A. (2017). The 
effect of manipulating training demands and consequences on experiences of pressure 
in elite netball. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 29(4), 434–448. https://doi.org/10
.1080/10413200.2017.1298166

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10879-006-9008-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10879-006-9008-y
https://doi.org/10.7352/IJSP2016.47.262
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2017.1298166
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2017.1298166
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2017.1298166

	Pressure Training: From Research to Applied Practice
	ABSTRACT
	Pressure training basics: Who, what, when, and why
	Who: Which athletes to train under pressure
	What: Creating pressure, not difficulty
	When to conduct PT: Frequency and timing
	Why: Training, not discipline

	Recommendations for conducting PT
	Transparency about purpose and process
	Negative consequences train positive responses
	Establish baseline pressure
	Involve coaches throughout PT
	Communicate that PT is a shared responsibility
	Utilize coaches knowledge

	Train coaches observation and debriefing skills

	Conclusion
	ORCID
	References



