
Interpreting Pre-Performance Anxiety Symptoms 

- Pre-performance anxiety can have both positive and negative effects on athletes. How the 
anxiety affects the athlete depends on how they interpret the symptoms they experience, as 
interpretations can be either facilitative (helpful) or debilitative (hurtful) to performance. 

 
- Athletes that have a more facilitative perception of their anxiety symptoms view stressful 

situations as a challenge, are better able to use coping strategies, feel more confident, and 
often perform better. Athletes that have a more debilitative perception of their anxiety 
symptoms view stressful situations as threatening to performance, and often struggle to cope 
with their symptoms effectively. 

 
- Due to the nature of pre-performance anxiety symptoms, it can be challenging to separate 

feelings of anxiety from appropriate feelings of anticipation prior to a sporting event. Things 
like an increased heart rate, increased breathing rate, butterflies, and muscle tension can all 
be signs of both readiness to perform and pre-performance anxiety. This can be a problem if 
an athlete is interpreting these things inaccurately. For example, if an athlete interprets their 
increased heart rate as a sign of anxiety, they may become nervous, get clammy hands, and 
struggle to perform at their best. However, increased heart rate is a normal symptom of 
warming up and getting ready for a game/practice/session. When interpreted correctly, this 
symptom may actually help an athlete feel more ready to perform. 

 
- As a coach, the best way to determine whether the athlete is showing signs of pre-

performance anxiety or just getting amped up to perform is to talk to them – ask them how 
they’re feeling about the game/task/event, what they hope to accomplish, and if they have 
any concerns. If they express they’re feeling nervous, hope to just get through the game, or 
are concerned about their place on the team, this may indicate that they are in fact 
experiencing pre-performance anxiety. But if they are excited for the game, are striving to 
score a goal, and don’t vocalize any major concerns, they may just be experiencing the 
anticipation feelings that accompany preparing for a game/task/event. 

 
- If an athlete expresses concern over a symptom that may just be a result of preparation for 

performance, you can help them alter their interpretation of the symptom by providing a 
simple explanation for why they are feeling the way they are. Below is a chart that offers 
some explanations for why an athlete may be experiencing symptoms of pre-performance 
anxiety, without actually being anxious. 

 
- The next page provides some examples of pre-performance anxiety symptoms that are often 

interpreted incorrectly, and how you can help your athlete(s) change their attitude toward the 
symptom. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 


