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The Skill Factor – the use of hypnosis in sport  
 
a. The Use of Mental Training – a paper by DN 
 
While no-one would suggest that mental could ever replace physical practice, skills can be 
enhanced in a quite remarkable way by its studied use. 
 

The American solder, Colonel George Hall, was held prisoner in Vietnam for a number of 
years.  He was kept in difficult physical conditions where it was hard to stay fit and 
certainly impossible to play his favourite game, golf.  In order to occupy his mind and 
keep his sanity he played a round of golf over his favourite course back home, inside 
his head, at least once a day over the five-and-a-half-year period he was held captive.  
This was in spite of being kept in solitary confinement most of the time in a cell 8½ feet x 
8½ feet. 
 
On departing for Vietnam he had played off a four handicap.  Five-and-a-half years later, 
on his return he was asked to play a round with some friends.  To their amazement, and 
in spite of his weakened physical condition, he immediately played to his original 
handicap.  When they expressed their amazement and said that he had not played for 
five-and-a-half years he told them that, on the contrary he had played mentally every day 
over that period and he knew every blade of grass, every bunker and every shot he had 
ever played. 

Source:  The Psychology of Winning Tape 
 
This story has entered into legend and illustrates the point the, provided mental practice is 
conscientiously sustained, it becomes generative.  I had a similar, if somewhat less harrowing 
experience.  I played cricket from an early age at a fairly competitive level, schoolboy county level, 
RMA Sandhurst, Army etc.  I was considered a dogged batsman I the Trevor Bailey/Peter 
Richardson mould.  Sadly I was never able to really drive a ball and relied heavily on cutting and 
glancing.  I was though difficult to remove.  Then, for one reason or another, I stopped playing 
cricket for a period of seven years in my thirties.  I missed the game and to compensate, played 
cricket in my mind often while dropping off to sleep at night.  Naturally in my imagination I added 
driving to my repertoire and even the odd hook shot.  Then, suddenly, by invitation I came out of 
retirement, no nets or anything, to play for the Devonshire Club side The Mount against the staff at 
BRNC Dartmouth.  I played a surprisingly unrusty innings, top scored, but most surprisingly I was on 
and off-driving the ball.  At the time I did not question this too deeply, merely accepting it as a “gift 
from the Gods’, even though it was a profound change in my ability. 
 
Mental training as a back up is important because there are inherent limitations to physical training.  
Often it can be difficult for a top class performer or even an aspiring athlete to find the necessary 
time to hone their skills.  Sometimes the amount of practice required to achieve what they would like 
to achieve puts too great a physical strain on their body.  In the USA as part of a research 
programme two groups of college basketball students came together to improve their scoring skills.  
Their starting skills were carefully analysed.  One group met for 30 minutes each day for mental 
rehearsal.  During the period of the study they never once handled a basketball.  At the end of the 
study period when again their skills were analysed the results were very nearly identical.  Both 
groups had improved considerably as a result of their intensive training. 
 
In mental practice we can achieve results in exactly the same way as we can in physical practice.  
However there are certain built-in advantages.  Firstly we can solve the “issue” inside our head 
before carrying out the actual physical practice. 
 

Andy was thirteen years old, a squash player, well coached and extremely good for his 
age.  The difficulty that he had was in the back corner on the backhand side where he had 
difficulty getting the ball back, except in a defensive way. 

Having played a lot of squash he knew what the ball should sound like as it came off the 
racket having been hit correctly. 

He was asked to rehearse, in his mind’s eye, seeing, feeling, and in particular hearing the 
ball coming off the racket properly when played from the back corner.  For a thirteen-year-
old this could have seemed an unusual request, but he was willing to give it a try. 
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Over a period of a month he did no physical practice on that particular aspect of his game.  
Instead he rehearsed the shot mentally six times in a block, repeated six times a day.  
Because of the speed of squash this only took a few minutes each time. 

When, after the month was over, he started to practise again, the results were 
astonishing.  Not only could he play the shot in a more attacking manner on a consistent 
basis, but his feet, shoulders, body were all moving in the right way to allow the shot to be 
played.  Working the other way round, i.e. getting him physically to move his feet etc in the 
right way, may well have worked, but it could have taken much longer with lots of 
problems along the way. 

The other benefit of the story is of course that Andy could see measurable, tangible 
improvements in his game and therefore, and therefore was eager to use mental 
rehearsal in all other parts of his squash.  Secondly, we can get it right every single time. 

Sally Gunnell talks about mentally rehearsing a race, paying particular attention to being 
in the right position coming off the last bend.  She then rehearses making the right moves 
to ensure that she finishes the race in first place.  What is fascinating is how she 
discusses dealing with having weak thoughts and (still inside her head) seeing herself not 
making the right moves and therefore not winning the race.  Should this start to occur, she 
doesn’t allow the mental rehearsal to continue but immediately stops it, gets herself back 
together, re-focuses, then rehearses the race again in her head, this time ensuring that 
she does everything right and wins the race. 

Source:  Equinox TV Programme 
 

Duncan Goodhew talks about swimming the race thousands of times in his mind.  
Knowing the perfect dive into the water, knowing the right number of strokes in the first 
length, executing the perfect turn, upping the stroke rate in the second length, even 
mentally rehearsing the perfect touch at the end. 

Source:  MAST Conference 
 

Like all forms of training, mental training has to be carried out conscientiously and with discipline.  
The ability to be able to train mentally can be learned quite quickly, certainly painlessly, by everyone. 
 

“Catley’s Mind Games Set Up Triumph” 
Glenn met Hypnotherapist David Newton some weeks prior to fighting for the British Middleweight 
title against Champion Neville Brown. 
 

Glenn had recently been a sparring partner of Steve Collins who had effectively added hypnosis to 
his training schedule.  It was obvious to Glenn that there was a marked improvement in Steve’s 
performance.  Glenn had also had some experience of using guided imagery when training with an 
enlightened national coach as an amateur. 
 

David Newton has a large private hypnotherapy practice in Clifton, Bristol.  While working mostly in 
Clinical areas, his personal interest is sport – both as a spectator and in his younger days as an 
active participant – he has been able to help sportsmen and athletes in the relatively new area of 
sports hypnosis. 
 

It was obvious from the start that David and Glenn could work well together, and while hypnotherapy 
can only augment the skill and work done by the athlete, his manager and his trainer, it enables him 
to perform at his very best on the night. 
 

Since that time Glenn and David have become innovative pioneers in the field of Sport Hypnosis and 
the result of the Catley/Brown fight was clear to see and says it all. 
 

“Glenn Catley used mind games with chilling effect to destroy Neville Brown mentally and 
physically in one of the best British title fights in recent history. 

After dismantling Champion Brown in eight compelling rounds of controlled ferocity at 
Whitchurch Sports Centre, Catley revealed the secret behind the crowning moment of his 
career:  “I owe a great debt to David Newton” admitted the 25 year-old Bristolian, who 
employed the services of the Clifton-based clinical hypnotherapist in the build up to the 
contest.  “He was with me in the dressing room before the fight and helped to get me in 
the right frame of mind.  First of all he put me in a state of total relaxation and then, about 
10 minutes before the fight, he brought out all my pent up aggression.  I felt so in control it 
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was scary.  We’d talked the fight through all week and it went exactly as we had 
envisaged.” 

Cately’s tunnel-vision intensity produced one of the biggest upsets in a British ring for 
years.  Written off by media and boxing critics respectively, the Bristolian systematically 
destroyed a champion who had successfully defended his title six times since 1994. 

The plan was to get close, throw uppercuts and hooks and take away Brown’s dangerous 
jab.  More surprising was the way in which Catley broke Brown’s will until, beaten and 
bloodied he failed to come out for the ninth round. 

Any thoughts Brown may have had of a comfortable defence were blown away with the 
shuddering left hook which scrambled his senses at the end of the first round.  Fortunately 
for the 31-year-old champion, the bell sounded to save him. 

Catley again had Brown back-tracking and wobbling as vicious uppercuts and hooks 
broke through the mid-lander’s guard, causing scar tissue from previous battles to become 
inflamed and impair his vision. 

Brown made his big effort in the fifth round, picking the challenger off with smart jabs and 
twice connecting with big overhand rights. 

But Catley weathered the storm, imposed his indomitable will and broke Brown’s heart in a 
rampaging sixth round which saw both men standing toe to toe and trading relentlessly. 

Thereafter, it was only a matter of time.  Brown displayed immense bravery as Catley 
launched a savage onslaught in the seventh and eight rounds and Ingle’s decision to 
retire his man before the bell could sound for the ninth was both compassionate and right. 

Andy Stockhousen.  Bristol Evening Post.  January 1998 
 

Athletes everywhere are looking inside as well as outside themselves, seeking to develop or utilise 
talents and powers that they feel they possess.  Of all the methods used to unlock the doors to the 
powers within each of us, one is now standing out, Hypnosis.  All of us have within us amazing 
mind-body powers that are generally only brought into play in extreme emergencies.  Almost every 
newspaper has on record eyewitness accounts of people who have performed incredible feats of 
strength and stamina, or shown immense courage when faced with a life or death situation. 
 

Hypnosis enables us to activate this mechanism.  With practice each of us can boost our normal 
mind-body levels in so many ways.  Hypnotherapy is the practical application of hypnosis towards 
specific goals.  The process of inducing hypnosis is in effect a focusing of the conscious processes 
to a point where an altered “state” of awareness is achieved.  This “state” allows us in to the main 
part of the mind, the subconscious, the ninety per cent that we normally have very limited access to, 
but is generally responsible for all our thought and behavioural patterns.  While everyone can go into 
a hypnotic trance, and do, many times every day, hypnotisability is strongest when the athlete is 
highly motivated to be hypnotised and has a positive attitude towards hypnosis.  Glen has always 
been very keen and convinced. 
 

Glenn is on record as having benefited in many, many ways from hypnotherapy.  Perhaps the 
greatest help has been in giving him confidence in his own inherent ability.  We are all aware that 
the difference between a confident athlete and one in doubt is recognisably profound.  Sportsmen 
can do better than they think ………when they think they can do better.  In addition, any contest 
between individuals of equal ability will be decided by who has the greatest will to win.  Quite 
obviously Glenn has this ‘need’ for achievement which spills over not only in the gym but everyday 
life.  One quality that sets him apart for his lesser peers is in the intensity of his motivation to 
improve.  Glenn has improved his mental concentration and his ability to manage the normal 
tensions of competition. 
 

Prior to a fight Glenn will rehearse in his mind the various moves and options available to him.  For 
the first time, before the Markus Bayer fight, Glenn confronted the possibility that he might run into a 
big blow.  It happened in the second round.  His previous mind training enabled him to trigger 
automatic responses and he weathered the storm. 
 

Mental rehearsing has other advantages in addition to building confidence and concentration.  It 
becomes an additional training camp – Glenn has his on a remote tropical island.  During his mental 
rehearsals there Glenn developed one of his trademarks which helps him come through fights 
relatively unmarked – David and Glenn call it “The Mongoose Effect”.  A mongoose has the ability to 
see the cobra’s fearsome attack in slow motion giving him extra time to evade the striking fangs.  
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Rehearsing this in a trance state, the mind and body react as they would if physically practising.  
The muscles “remember” the action in the same way as the brain. 
 

“Mental rehearsal give me so much self belief, self confidence.  At the end of the day if 
you believe strongly enough, that is half the battle.  And come the fight night it is not a 
shock.  You can go through different moves again and again in your mind.  And it relaxes 
you as well.  I have lots of sessions, especially the day of the fight.” 

Western Daily Press.  May 2000. 
 

Glenn’s website 2001 
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b.  Hypnotherapy for sporting performance 
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