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Generally speaking, stress coping skills can both help prevent injuries and facilitate recovery 
from them.  They can also contribute to performance enhancement. 

Stress and Arousal 

In everyday usage, stress refers to forces and feeling ‘out there’, that put pressure on us, and 
also to something ‘in here’ that is akin to a nervous disorder. 

Stress remains defined as a condition of imbalance between perceived demands and our 
resources for coping with them. 

The ability to regulate arousal, especially that associated with emotional reactions, is a central 
part of stress management, and bears heavily on matters like the rehabilitation of injuries.  
Tension, frustration, and demoralization are common reactions to injury that inevitably impair 
the recovery process. 

Heightened physiological arousal can have a detrimental effect on performance.  If arousal is 
too high or too low, performance suffers.   

When a task has many mental components, or if there are precise movements to be performed, 
the importance of moderation arousal is greatest.  If arousal is too low, there is little effort and 
no intensity.  If arousal is too high, there is decreased concentration and poor execution. 

We have comet o see ourselves as architects of our experiences, and only rarely as their 
victims.  We construct our experience, and much of that construction takes place in the head, 
while the rest is produced by our own behaviour. 

Cognitive control techniques are widely used for stress management and in the regulation of 
pain.  Knowing how to use the power of the mind as a coping skill is partly dependent on 
recognizing dysfunctional thought processes for what they are, such as conquering the 
potentially paralyzing effects of depression, anxiety and shame. 

Cognition, Performance Anxiety, and Pain Management 

Among the early pioneers of sport psychology was Timothy Gallwey (1974), who recognized 
the importance of what goes on in our head for successful performance. 
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Performance Anxiety 

Performance anxiety springs from self-doubt.  The lack of trust in one’s ability to perform to full 
capacity leads to anxiety and to physiological ‘tightening’.  Otherwise smooth, efficient 
movements become halting and self-conscious.  Furthermore, this relationship between self-
doubt, anxiety, and performance is what system theorists would call a ‘deviation amplification’ 
process: self-doubt produces anxiety, which leads to performance errors, which create further 
self-doubt.  Sensations of weakness in bodily joints, light-headedness, and general loss of 
muscle tone can be symptoms of self-doubt.  Commonly, people in this state compensate by 
trying too hard. 

Stage fright is an amplification of normal anxiety reactions that have escalated to debilitating 
levels.  It is normal to be nervous before performing in front of an audience, but the performer 
gives undue attention to anxiety symptoms (butterflies, dizziness, rapid breathing, excess 
perspiration, trembling) nervousness can escalate into panic.  The dancer may fear losing 
control, become hypercritical, and dwell on expectations of failure.   

Fear of failure is most troubling.  Some accomplished dancers experience stage fright 
throughout their careers, but they are able to focus on the performance, preventing the anxiety 
from becoming debilitating.  This is an application of the idea of being task oriented, which is a 
fundamental coping skill in controlling disruptive emotions. 

Pain Management 

Besides producing certain emotional episodes like stage fright, our cognitions play an 
important role in the experience of pain.  Perception and tolerance of pain are psychologically 
mediated processes.  For instance, a dancer’s attitude toward physical injury may sometimes 
involve a touch of self-destructiveness, or be a way to cover career disappointments. 

Mental processes such as attention, expectation, appraisal, and reflection have a significant 
bearing on stress responses.  Important determinants of stress and coping include the 
allocation fo attention; our expectations of self and others; the appraisal or interoperation of 
events and circumstances; and our reflection, reconstruction, and rehearsal of experiences.  
Recurrent stress responses, such as the activation fo the stress hormones cortisol and 
corticosterone have a detrimental effect on physical well-being, including the aging of the 
brain. 
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Stress Interventions 

Stress reduction interventions are understood in terms of remediation procedures, regulatory 
techniques, and preventative strategies. 

Remediation Procedures are interventions implemented to curtail and treat stress reactions.  
Psychological and medical procedures are available for such therapeutic action. 

Regulatory Techniques are psychological coping tactics utilized to counteract precursors or 
elements of stress reactions, particularly with regard to tension emotion, and cognition 
predisposing to stress.  Behaviour patterns linked with recurrent stress episodes may be 
modified in a self-regulatory effort. 
Preventative Strategies involve proactive personal and organizational actions designed to 
reduce exposure to stressors, to develop skills for dealing with environmental demands, and to 
augment environmental and social resources that promote well-being. 

Arousal Reduction 

Procedures designed to reduce arousal are common part of stress management programs.  
Both mental and physical relaxation are emphasized to control and regulate tension. 

Transcendental Meditation (TM) has the person sit comfortably in a quiet place with eyes 
closed, focusing on breathing, and repeating a mantra silently for 10 to 20 minutes, one or 
twice daily.  Significant degrees of arousal reduction across many physiological channels have 
been found to be associated with TM practice. 

Yoga, tai chi, massage, and mediation have high value for dancers. 

Cognitive Restructuring 

Various procedures are used extensively in clinical work to modify cognitive dimensions or 
stress disorders.  Changing belief systems, modifying perceptions, altering the focus of 
attention, eliminating intrusive thoughts, and adjusting expectation are among the tactics 
utilized to help dancers restructure how they view the world and themselves. 

With regard to stress, the process of coping effectively entails the ability to ascertain the nature 
of problems, think of alternative solutions, identify steps to solution, anticipate obstacles, and 
utilize feedback from coping efforts.  These elements correspond to the necessities of injury 
rehabilitation. 
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Imagery and Visuo-Motor Behaviour Rehearsal 

One cognitive technique that has extensive use in sport psychology is imagery and visuomotor 
behavioural rehearsal (VMBR).  This involves relaxation, visualization of performance, and 
performance in a simulated stressful situation. 

Goal and Value Modification 

An effective form of coping involves the modification of goals and values.  Goal setting is a 
cognitive-behavioural skill that has been incorporated into stress reduction programs and other 
approaches to performance enhancement.  It involves an assessment of personal values, and a 
clear specification of short-term goals.  Journal writing and establishment of a timetable with 
realistic expectations are useful tools.   

The dancer experiencing stress from competitive pressures, along with the intense desire to 
perform to perfection, can be helped by a goal-setting strategy.  The success of this hinges on 
an accurate knowledge of the performance requirements and a realistic assessment of the 
dancer’s capabilities.  Training procedures can be designed to improve diet, strength, flexibility, 
and conditioning.  The visualization of goals to b achieved through practice can also be useful. 

Time Management 

Trying to accomplish too much in a short time creates overload, which is highly stressful; 
therefore, time management is an important stress coping skill.  Intense, unpredictable, and 
uncontrollable stressors disturb concentration, so the first step is overload avoidance.  Learning 
to avoid excessive obligations can be difficult for high achievers, but peak performance is more 
likely to occur through relaxed concentration than through frenzied strain.  Concentration on 
the here and now requires quietude of mind, undistracted by preoccupations.  A lapse in 
concentration because of worries or fatigue detracts from proper technique, which raises the 
probability of injury. 

Dance Injuries, Commitment, and Coping 

Just as conditions of stress present risk for injury, being injured becomes a major stressor in 
itself. 

This is in large part a product of the sense of commitment that is deeply ingrained in most 
dancers, and that commitment has both positive and negative aspects.   

On the one hand, it enforces the pursuit of goals in the face of obstacles, and thereby blunts 
the pain experience, making the injured person more apt to sustain the requisite coping efforts.   
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However, it also renders the person vulnerable to threat.  The dancer who is deeply committed 
to a distinguished career is more threatened by an injury than one who has less lofty ambitions. 

Among the most important stress-mitigating factors is the availability and utilization of 
supportive social relationships.  While social relations can have negative as well as positive 
effects on psychological well-being, it has been found that social support has a ‘buffering’ 
effect on stressful life experiences.  Supportive relationships can enhance coping with stressful 
events and perhaps reduce exposure to such events; they may even directly benefit physical 
and psychological health. 

Social support protects us from otherwise debilitating forces associated with life crises and 
daily hassles.  When one is faced with a serious injury, friends and colleagues can provide the 
best antidote to demoralization and prolonged distress.  Using those valued relationships will 
help to maintain self-esteem and provide encouragement during rehabilitations. 

Jacobson’s progressive relaxation method (1929)


