
Back to the Drawing Board Podcast 

Episode 016: Sports Psychology and Art, Training the Artistic Mind, with Ana 

 

1 
 

Emilija: So, I want all of you to meet someone special, my sister. Ana is on the podcast today 

because we are talking about her master’s research that she completed a couple of weeks ago at 

the Royal Danish Academy of Music. In her research she looked at whether musicians can apply 

sports psychology techniques to improve their performance. I thought it would be interesting to 

figure out if some of the things she found out can also be applied to visual artists. So please tell 

us all of your secrets. 

Ana: Well, where do I begin? Secrets about what? 

E: About life. So, I read your paper, I remember, when was it? Almost a month ago. And I like 

how you started by talking about self-help books in the beginning. Because they are actually so 

popular right now. I don’t mean this in a rude way, but almost everybody is a life coach 

nowadays. And everybody is writing books about improving our life. But it feels like a lot of the 

time, self-help books are kind of stating the obvious. Maybe I’m a little bit disillusioned and I 

feel like they are more focused on the business now than actually helping people. How does 

sports psychology differ? 

A: The main thing is that sports psychology is more of an applied science, if one can say that. 

Because it’s tested and approved, if I can say that, by athletes. So, in a sense, self-help books, 

yes, you can read them and apply certain rules. But you know, the way I feel personally, similar 

to you, that self-help books don’t really hold that much value after a month, or two months or 

until the next better self-help book comes out. And basically sports psychology, I believe more in 

it, if I can say that, just because I see that there are more results, there are better results achieved 

out there by actually sticking to sports psychology rather than just any self-help book. 

E: And I think with self-help books, some of them are so specific. I know we both like to listen 

to the By the Book podcast, and it reminds me of when they went through the self-help book that 

was like you have to get up at 5am and you have to work out, you have to meditate, you have to 

journal. All in those two hours. It was something that was so specific. After, in their follow up 

episode, they talked about how just some people are not meant to get up that early. They just 

function better at night and that doesn’t mean that they are worse people or that they are never 

going to achieve anything because they like to sleep in. so I guess, is sports psychology a little 

bit less specific, like you have to get up at 5am. Maybe it’s a little bit more broad? 

A: Yeah, exactly. It’s tough to really understand the concept. You need years and years and years 

of research to understand even a little bit of what really sports psychology is. Yes. From having 

focused on more applied sports psychology in my paper and research, it’s definitely not the type 

of thing where you are like: “Well, for success you need to get up at 5am,” as you said. 

Whatever, like you said, you have to meditate, write as much as you want. But for some people it 

doesn’t work. In a sense sports psychology is just, if sports psychologists can say to you as an 

athlete for example: “Something is not working for you in the way you want to achieve this 

medal or goal, or whatever you have in mind.” So, it’s up to the athlete to have his or her 

personal life, if I can say that, under control. You know what works for you. As we said, I don’t 

get up at 5am for example, but maybe I meditate, or I write, or I don’t write. You have those 

little things to figure out for yourself. But the job of a sports psychologist or where sports 
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psychology differs is that you go more in depth in the head, so to say. In the brain. You analyze a 

little bit deeper as to why or how you can get to this next big goal that you have.  

E: That makes sense. And there was a phrase you used in your paper that I really liked it. It said: 

prepping the body as well as the mind. What strategies do sports psychologists give to athletes to 

prep the mind? 

A: That is a very good question. 

E: I want a list of all of them. 

A: Well, yeah. Basically, the strategies that kind of exist, the big ones are a lot of visualization, a 

lot of just being aware of your body, of being present, if one can say that. It’s reflection, post and 

pre-workout. Imagination, that goes together with visualization. But it’s really just different. You 

just go through your coach, sports psychologist and then you figure out what works for you and 

what doesn’t. Because, for example, for me, we completely did something else. Because I know 

that visualization doesn’t work for me, at all, because I fall asleep, but you know, whatever. Or I 

just don’t imagine or visualize what I am supposed to. 

E: Yeah. And I’ve heard a lot about visualization and I think a lot of the listeners have as well. 

It’s where you like sit down and you see yourself winning that medal or scoring the goal. But I 

was hoping you could talk a little bit more about the reflection part. Like does that look like 

journaling after the game, and kind of figuring out what went wrong, or how you were feeling?  

A: For me, speaking from my perspective, it was journaling, but it wasn’t journaling in the sense 

of like after the concert, or performance for me since I’m not an athlete. Basically, it was 

journaling, it started as journaling before practice sessions, because I was finding that okay, 

something was stopping me from really focusing during practice sessions and then it wasn’t 

really functioning for me, because even after 2 hours I would be like: “Oh, what did I do? Did I 

practice enough? Am I going to get where I want to get?” Blah blah blah. So. it started with 

journaling before and sometimes after practice sessions, just to see if I can notice a pattern or 

anything that can even help me a little bit. But then it ended up turning into more of a lifestyle 

reflection. In the sense that, personally I started meditating, without my mentor who suggested: 

“You should try meditating.” But I was noticing that okay, even during meditation I could really 

focus sometimes and decided that you know what, if reflection is supposed to work before and 

after practice, then why don’t I try it in my morning, or sometimes in the evening. Then it turned 

out by the end of this project, it turned out into reflection of the day. It started in the morning, 

then how you feel, blah, blah blah, and then you kind of reflect again in the end with maybe a 

different sort of question that you can ask yourself.  

E: And then it turned into a reflection of life.  

A: Then it was just, yes, amazing after. I felt enlightened. 

E: And you mentioned that sports psychology can look different for all sorts of athletes. It can 

look different. So, does that mean that maybe like a sports psychologist would go to an athlete 

and say: “Okay, I want you to work with a therapist, or with for example, maybe a relationship 
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coach.” Because they for example, have a problem with a traumatic experience. Or this other 

athlete has a problem with their relationships. Would that ever happen? 

A: I’m not too sure, but I can guess yes. Because from what part of my research kind of spanned 

over the team Denmark model and even there it was talking a little bit about, you know, about 

what all really influences an athlete’s life or performance in that case. So, it did have a certain 

part of it where it said that, you know, influencers are people as well. You have the sporting 

environment, such as your training buddies or mates. And then the competition that you are 

dealing with. Or you have the other environment just like the people who is closest to you. Who 

is not closest to you. So, it’s like you said, relationships, family, coach. If a sports psychologist 

comes to the knowledge that an athlete has a problem with this, then they would most likely 

suggest it. Yeah, if it really affects the athlete, then yes. Because you really get to know yourself 

when you go through this research. You know, for myself especially, it’s okay, I need to focus 

on this. And if I can’t fix it on my own should I seek help form a professional.  

E: Yeah. Because from what I was reading in the paper, it sounded like basically sports 

psychology helps the athlete look at all aspects of their life, because all of them influence the 

performance. So, I was thinking, sometimes a sports psychologist is just not trained to deal with 

your anger issues. If he notices you have anger issues, then he has to pass you on to a therapist 

that can actually deal with those. 

A: Yes. That’s pretty much very true. Because certain professions deal with certain things. So of 

course, if there are deep rooted issues, then yeah, pass off the torch to the other professional. But 

you know, what makes a lot more sense now is that you need to be able to work with a group of 

individuals. So maybe, it will start with the sports psychologist for example. Or even before that 

it starts with your coach, then you go to a sports psychologist. Then the sports psychologist 

should be opened and engaged to make the athlete even better. Of course, if the issue is way 

more difficult than the sports psychologist can deal with so pass it on.  

E: In the paper you used the team Denmark sport’s psychology model, and I remember you listed 

out their 10, I don’t know what they are called, their 10 rules or their 10 points and you applied it 

to musicians. So, can you talk a little bit about that and sort of the reasoning that you used? 

A: Yeah. The basics behind my project was why do athletes keep talking about sports 

psychology all the time? You know, it’s like, we always hear, or you find about a little bit more 

about athletes, and it’s always something to do with their performance ready. What does being 

performance ready even mean? How are they getting performance ready? Because there is 

athletes out there that are, I mean. If I have to go compete at the Olympics, no. I would just poop 

my pants. Basically, the sports psychology points that the team Denmark has come up with. It 

was just stating for example: athletes and their coaches operate from an interplay of thoughts, 

feelings, psychology and actions. So then, if we are being very open-minded, then that is also 

professional musicians. So, for me it just made really a lot of sense that they are interchangeable, 

athletes and professional musicians. Because after playing for eleven, twelve years, you get to 

know people around you, friends and musicians alike. So, you do get to see certain patterns. So, 

you see the same from these 10 points, for example, I noticed the same patterns between athletes 
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and musicians. So, it was just an easy point to make so to say, that sports psychology is very 

much applicable to musicians as much as it is to athletes. 

E: I remember, I think one of the points was like, athletes are influenced by their surroundings or 

something like that.  

A: Athletes are imbedded in an environment. One cannot understand them, an athlete, without 

understanding the environment and relationships with people and within this environment. 

E: Yes. So that one, I know when I was reading it, I was like: “That’s so true.” Especially 

relating it back to visual artists, because a lot of us take our inspirations for our art from our 

surroundings and from the interactions we have and from the things we see, like the mental 

pictures we take of the places we go to and the conversations we have. So, I was like, that totally 

is the same for visual artists.  

A: Exactly. I think in general, sports psychology, at least these 10 basic points that team 

Denmark uses as their main sports psychology model, you can very much apply them to a lot of 

professional careers. And for you and I, it’s the art community. For me it’s music, for you it’s 

visual art. So, I think it’s just it’s a little bit interesting how it only kind of caught on into the 

athlete world, or sports world and it kind of did not in the rest of the disciplines. Because like 

you said, we’ve really much deal with the same issues. Everybody, but if you are specifically 

talking about this art community, then yes, we have equally the same issues, as much as athletes 

do.  

E: Do you think then, musicians should also have sports psychologists, or I guess, musician 

psychologists that they should be working with? 

A: Definitely. Because I remember this was one of the questions that was asked at the end of my 

exam presentation from my examiners. They asked me: “So, do you think this is something you 

could do on your own, or do you think you need a sport psychologist to check in on you, so to 

say? Do you think you can do that on your own or do you need the help from a mentor for 

example, or whoever else you find?” And I did say, it’s way too big of a task for an individual to 

deal with one its own. So definitely, we do need the help from outside, or someone that is not 

your head. That does not know you. Because we always exaggerate, we always over think and 

something that makes sense in our head, or something that we are so scared of someone will be 

like: “What on earth are you talking about?” So I do think we do need to also have psychologists, 

maybe music psychologists. 

E: Yeah. And I think even not, it’s way too big of a thing to do on your own. I don’t think that’s 

necessarily the problem. I think you need somebody like you said, that will give you a fresh 

perspective. Because sometimes you’ll be like: “Oh, yeah. For example, my writing’s perfect. I 

write amazing.” And then somebody comes and looks at it and actually your grammar is pretty 

bad. Because some of these things that we are doing, we cannot even notice that we are doing 

them inadequately. So, we have to have somebody else come in and kind of be like: “Mhm mhm. 

I don’t think so.”  
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E: So, you applied all of these strategies and used them on yourself as the guinea pig, and I know 

you mentioned that a couple of times. Did you notice any changes? I know you said you used the 

reflection and meditation. Did you use any other techniques? 

A: Yes. But that was specifically to my music. It was a specific thing that I had to do during 

practice. Without getting too technical about all of the music practice. But it was just basically to 

use a certain method of practicing, just to make it a little bit better. To get to the result I wanted a 

little bit faster and more efficient. But outside of my technical training, yes, reflection and 

meditation were the only things that I used. Okay, what was the question again? 

E: Did you notice any changes? I’m a better person now. Everything’s perfect. I have no 

problems. I know the meaning of life.  

A: I did notice a change. I think in a way I think I would have noticed this change in myself 

before if I just stuck with meditating a bit longer. Because I would always start and then like I 

know it’s good for me and I know it helps me a little bit, but I was always like meh. Whatever. 

Ain’t nobody got the time. I would get distracted. But since I decided to make this the project for 

my masters you kind of are forced. Okay, you have an exam at the end. You have to present. So, 

you are forced to keep up with it, because you have to come up with a paper at the end, and 

explain everything and what worked and what didn’t work. So yes, sticking long enough with it 

was definitely a help. And I notice sometimes now that I don’t have to be so regular, so to say in 

the journaling. Once you drop it it’s so easy to go back into some sort of a mentality that is 

always damaging to oneself. So, I don’t know. It’s very tough to say, because I think in the art 

world, in any world, but especially in ours, the competition is so up here. Up in your face all the 

time. You have to, it’s easy to compare yourself. It’s easy to say: “Oh, Sally got the job in this 

orchestra,” but Sally and I, like you said, I think I’m so much better than Sally. Blah blah blah. 

So, it’s like. It’s very tough. And I know especially with my friends as well, a lot of them go 

through a phase, or maybe even sometimes stay in a phase of like, I cannot do this. I am 

depressed, I am sad. This is way too much. So, I think definitely. It’s something that I would like 

to keep doing and I would recommend it to anybody because the change, at least for myself, the 

change was really noticeable. Because at the end of the day I was like: “You know, I don’t give a 

crap.” So to say. I’m just going to do my thing. I’m going to play the best that I can and yeah.  

E: And, the big million-dollar question, do you think sports psychology can be used by visual 

artists? 

A: Yes. I definitely think so. I think the only thing is that it’s a bit different. It will have to be 

accustomed to visual artists, so to say. Because in a sense, most of, from what I have seen you do 

and others as well, most of your work is done in the studio, right? And then exhibiting it is a bit 

different from performing it, because I mean, of course, everybody can always work on getting 

better. That’s why you need a, or can equally have a sports psychologist as visual artists. I just 

think it will have to be imagined a bit differently. Because I think you might be dealing with 

different kind of obstacles so to say, then someone that is performing right here, now, so to say, 

at the snap of a finger. Or for example, at auditions, where you have to show so much of what 
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you know in 10 minutes. Definitely, I think there is the possibility, it’s just will really need to be 

reworked or reimagined.  

E: Yeah. So, I was thinking about that, because visual artists, like you said, don’t perform in 

front of people. But in a way we do perform it’s just is not in front of the people. It’s in the 

studio. Those, however long it takes us, most likely more than 10 minutes. Those whatever, 3 

months that we are working on a painting, it’s really important that we are there and in the 

moment and focused on it, so that we can produce a piece of work that’s good.  

A: Exactly. I mean, and that is where a lot of the work actually happens. I mean, yes okay, I 

perform, athletes perform. Your performance is a little bit different, like you said. But I think, 

that’s where a lot of the work comes in with sports psychology, is in the practice room, in the 

studio, in the training room. Because, honestly, this is going to sound so cheesy, but you know, if 

you stick with the work and you do it all the time, of course, as humanly possible and as good as 

it feels for you, then you achieve something. But you know, when we are all bombarded with 

these pity feelings and when we can’t find the end of the rant, or like, how scared you are you are 

not going to be able to find a job, or like how impossible it is to compete with, I don’t know, for 

me it might be a lot of flutists. But, that’s where sports psychology comes in and that’s why 

equally it would be good to have for visual artists.  

E: Yeah. And I just thought of this, I wonder if maybe the reason sports psychology, or just 

psychology in general for the arts, hasn’t happened yet, or is not happening as strongly is the arts 

have this sort of like romantic notion to them, of like, you know, the troubled artist. That he has 

so much anger and he goes in his studio and he like makes the most beautiful painting. And I 

wonder if there is a part of society that thinks that if we figure out artists, and we teach them how 

not to be angry and how to actually think like normal people, and not hold onto that “troubled 

artist” that maybe the art will suffer. Maybe the art won’t be as genuine.  

A: I get it. I have never really thought of that, but I get it. Definitely it has a certain thing, what 

you said, the romantic feeling of it. But honestly though, if you have to work in a profession you 

really love art, and you really love music or sports, if you really have to work in such an 

environment of being the troubled artist for 15, 20+ years until you make it, so to say, until you 

are famous, that is not a life worth living. Because what is the point? You know? I still feel that 

you can, believe that you can have a genuine art without having experienced the suffering. 

Because I mean, I’m serious. I don’t have to be a, I don’t know, drink so much for example, or 

have suffered the biggest heartbreak of my life all the time. I a way sometimes be my own worst 

enemy to produce an amazing art. Because I think it has been shown, I mean, okay there will 

always be people that have suffered a lot and then become something. But I think artists, I think 

they are slowly working on coming out of that, because it’s not fun. It wastes your energy 

actually, I think it even kind of sometimes prevents you from being more productive in having a 

genuine art that you can sell and you know, make money out of.  

E: So, for any of the listeners, that maybe want to start applying some of the things that we 

talked about today, are there some practical steps that you can offer them so they can start 

prepping their mind? 
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A: Definitely. I think even before that. For me, this kind of project and research it came out of 

the fact that, you know, enough is enough so to say. And it’s just I’ve been doing this for 10 or 

however many years, 12 years, so what is missing? Why is my performance, still sometimes 

different from private lessons to a public performance? So, I think it’s just you knowing that 

you’ve had enough and if you are ready, as cheesy as it sounds, you are ready for the change. But 

knowing that and then next practical step would really actually be the self-analysis. I love the 

research that I was given by my mentor. Another team Denmark thing. I used it in my paper. It’s 

like this circle basically and within the circle is the triangle that shows what everything affects, 

what is everything that affects an athlete, or a musician or an artist, in that sense. So, going 

through those key areas, such as personality and identity, or life as a musician, and life skills, 

non-sporting environment and sporting environment. Just analyzing that and doing the detail 

work. Even for myself, until I did that, there was no project. There was no work to be done, 

because it’s like we said, I’m perfect. I don’t need to analyze myself. Like I have nothing wrong. 

But then you start looking at it and analyzing and it’s just like: “Okay.” Back up over here.  

E: I should be locked up.  

A: You get an extra look out of it. I mean, just doing this analysis without any judgment. Just sit 

on it, don’t think. Write whatever is the first thing that comes to your head. And then after that, 

you know, you can see what is the best for you. For me it was meditation, journaling, just yeah.  

E: Okay, maybe you can email me that graph, that chart and I can put it up on the website. So, if 

people want to take a look at it. Because then they’ll actually know what you are talking about.  

A: Yes, I mean, I can sit here and describe it. It’s a triangle, and then within the triangle there’s 

other two lines.  

E: Draw a line, 2 inches underneath the first line.  

A: Exactly.  

E: So, are you planning to do more research on this topic or are you kind of still incorporating 

the practices in your practice? 

A: For now, it’s just incorporating what I have learned and just keeping up with the meditation 

and a little bit of the journaling. Because research wise, I think if I decide to get into it more, it 

would have to be really deep. And actually, maybe even go consider education. Because I think  

it’s very tough to, you know, access the proper documents, books or whatever on the internet. As 

for more research for now no. but definitely incorporating practices.  

E: Yeah, you definitely need a university database to actually find legitimate articles on it.  

A: Exactly. Of course, my mentor pointed me to some websites and journals that I could search 

but you know, even after that it’s like, okay, I need to have a library card.  

E: Yeah, because it’s different from just like googling: “Why am I so angry?” 

A: How am I supposed to be better at performing? 
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E: Yeah. Exactly. Great. Is there anything final you’d like to add? 

A: Not really. I mean like, go out there and be great.  

E: Go out there and be great.  

 


