Dealing with Defeat – How to Walk Away a Winner From Any Event

by Brian Caudill

_______________________________________________________________________________

Wise men never sit and wail their loss, but cheerily seek how to redress their harms.

~William Shakespeare~

______________________________________________________________________________

Although Shakespeare is known more for his poetic license than his “fishing license”, his philosophy on dealing with loss teaches a valuable lesson. Contrary to what most tournament anglers would like to believe, no individual or team can “win them all.” Whether it be a touring professional fishing for a living, a state champion, or a local hero, all tournament anglers must deal with poor performances and the agony of defeat at various times during their careers. Good anglers put the negative experiences behind them. Great anglers embrace them and convert them into something positive.

It is human nature to feel disappointed following a less than desirable performance, or a loss. That feeling is multiplied for the competitive angler, as serious amounts of effort, time and planning go into each individual event. We have all experienced the intense excitement and mental build-up that comes before a tournament. We all want to do well, to be successful - to be winners. It is psychologically straining to spend hours of time and energy preparing for an event, only to be forced to watch someone else fulfill the goals you were desperately trying to accomplish. It can still be a positive experience, however, and regardless of your performance on the water, getting a grip on the psychology of dealing with defeat can help you walk away a winner from every event you fish.  

The first step is realizing that you can still gain from a bad day on the water.  Sports psychology suggests several strategies for dealing with a poor performance. By incorporating these strategies into your own post tournament routine, you can become a better, more focused competitor.   

 Acceptance is critical after a poor performance in a tournament. Realizing and accepting the fact that this is an extremely competitive sport, that you are human, and that any one event does not define your career are important steps towards moving on and remaining confident. It is also important to accept that there is value in every experience, even a bad one. Try to accept a poor performance as a lesson learned, and view it as an opportunity for future improvement.  

Review and seek out the positive aspects of your day. Did you lose a big fish? If so, highlight in your mind the fact that you coaxed it into biting. What good decisions did you make during the day? Did you see others catching fish in the areas you were fishing? If so, you made a positive decision in selecting your area. Even if you never got bit, did you fish hard all day and stay focused? Did you make accurate casts all day? If so, credit your mental game or your technical skills. Highlighting the positives aid in restoring esteem and maintaining belief in your abilities. 

Identify controllable aspects of your performance that day, and seek to improve in those areas. Concentrating on uncontrollable factors such as weather, boat traffic, luck, or other anglers’ performances will not help you do better in the future. Focusing on controllable aspects such as your pre-tournament preparation, concentration level, accuracy, and decision-making throughout the day provide insight to what you could have done better and will consequently motivate you to be better prepared, and consequently more effective, in the future. Concentrate on your own performance and learn to relate it to your results. Research has proven that this is more productive than crediting your eventual finish to external factors, such as bad luck or conditions, which are out of your control.        

Examine the goals you had set for the event. Sports psychology theorizes that goals should be based on the process of the competition, not on the final outcome. Did you begin the event with the sole goal of winning? Setting goals in this manner can be harmful to your performance level and distract from the days performance. Examine and consequently revise your goals for future events to reflect the process, such as making quality decisions, improving casting accurately, or increasing your strike-to-hook ratio. 

Log and analyze as much as possible about the day’s conditions and results. Many anglers keep fishing logs but do not log tournament data, especially bad ones. This information can be very helpful to you in the future, and may also help you see things you could have done differently. It also forces you to take a second look at the conditions encountered that day. Take the extra time to record as many details as possible about each tournament you compete in. 

Be a good sport following any event, good or bad. Congratulating the anglers who did well not only portrays a positive image, it will make you feel good. It is also attractive to sponsors, and may even lead to conversation with someone who has helpful information to share.

In summary, do not overlook the mental aspect of the sport. Just as pre-tournament preparation is often critical to success, your post tournament strategy should not be overlooked. It is an equally important piece in the full development of your angling prowess. Implementing the strategies outlined above after a lackluster performance will improve your state of mind and help you become a stronger competitor.             
  

