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Critical Mistakes Basketball Players Make Before Games. 

Introduction 

Basketball players must have the mental toughness and solid mental mindset to 

succeed during a game. Your challenge is to stay confident and focused when the 

chips are down, your shots not going in, and the offense is simply not working 

with you to execute the plays to put the team in a scoring position. 

Success on the court takes a special mindset whether in basketball or another 

sport.  For most spectators the game moves at pretty fast, but for the player the 

game can be a constant battle between staying alert, and being constantly 

prepared to execute with a clear and present mindset. 

All great basketball players have an approach they use to help keep them 

centered, focused, and mentally prepared. Some athletes don’t even know they 

have a routine as some just have a natural way of keeping their tempo and 

execution on a routine time clock.  Others create a “routine” to be used in pre-

competition preparation and others have a pre-event routine they use each and 

every time they prepare to compete. From my experience, many young athletes 

don’t understand the benefits of “routines” or have never learned how to 

incorporate a routine into their meet plan.  Distractions, doubts, limiting beliefs, 

and negative self-talk can easily get in the way of a basketball players 

performance.  

How a basketball player mentally prepares for each competition or practice is 

critical to overall performance success. It is difficult to be a perfect athlete, but 

with the right routine an athlete can execute each play or shot with near 

perfection. Scoring 20 points in three consecutive games or having a triple double 

in one game is an awesome feat of physical and mental mastery, but we cannot 

predict when and if we will have this level of success, it just happens. We can, 

however create an environment that is designed to support a centered and 

focused mindset. This environment will help to create a pre-zone mentality.  
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Basketball players can have negative thoughts or distractions when they feel the 

pressure is squeezing them, technique is off, the weather is not in their favor, or 

when they worry about what others are thinking. The negative thoughts often 

turn into negative self-talk, and negative self-talk torpedo’s confidence and focus. 

For example, have you ever heard yourself say, “I just can’t seem to the coach out 

of my head”, or another negative thought. “I hope I don’t turn the ball over again 

or I will get subbed out?” 

The pre-game routine starts before you enter practice, then progresses into 

warm-ups, and then moves into a different stage when in competition. The 

routine can also incorporate very specific fine motor skills. Each can have its own 

unique approach in analyzing event, opponents and race plan to take advantage 

of strengths and weaknesses. 

Just as an athlete will have a routine process in the locker room, on the court, and 

just before going into the event. Other athletes might have a routine during dead 

time (non-game time) like sitting on the bench.  The athlete might even have 

another routine for adjusting to difficult situations to regain composure.  Without 

preparing the mind for locked-in focus it is predictable that distractions will 

prevent controlled and centered execution.  It’s important to remember the 

athlete’s sole role is to remain as focused as possible on the moment at hand, 

critical technique, and near perfect execution. 

 

The purpose of a routine in basketball: 

1. To focus on what’s important to help execution. 

2. To reduce conscious thought and therefore negative or doubtful thinking. 

3. To be consistent with fundamentals, each play, pass, or attempt to score. 

4. To instill confidence you can make the pass or position yourself to score. 

5. To trust in what you know to be true about your ability. 

The pre-game routine is a perfect time to apply several mental strategies to help 

ensure confidence, focus, and pre-shot readiness to perform the best no matter 

who the opponent might be. 
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Most players can perform the physical routine (such as physically warming up, or 

shoot around before the game begins) quite easily and without much thought 

because they have done it so often. What’s most important however, is having 

the right mental routine to focus your mind and program your body for successful 

execution. Going through the motions is easy, but going through the motions with 

locked in focus is an entirely different exercise altogether. 

Pre-game routines help you plan, prepare, and program your mind to see the 

successful execution before actual physical execution. Once the mind is prepared 

and trained with seeing successful execution in advance it’s almost like having a 

dress rehearsal.  The routine helps you accurately process the pertinent 

information, to select a plan, and commit to the action required for the situation.  

Second, it helps you program the mind’s eye to execute as you intend to. Lastly, it 

offers a repeatable and consistent message for communicating to both the mind 

and body about successful execution. Everything taking place during the pre-

game routine is part of a success formula that cues the mind on exactly what do.   

What do you notice about your favorite basketball player when you see them 
execute on the play, pass, or shot? Every athlete has a specific, well-defined, 
consistent routine they developed over time.  Typically, the routine does not 
change from performance to performance.  These routines are designed to 
illustrate repetition and consistency on each and every execution.  Everyone is 
unique and therefore will have their own little twist that make their routines 
personal, but the goal remains the same from player to player and that is to 
execute with predictable consistency, and reliability. "If you want consistency, 
then you perform. This is a performance job. Your minutes are not guaranteed,"  
--Isiah Thomas - World Champion Guard for the Detroit Pistons  

Some professional basketball players have very defined and unique styles.  The 
one attribute that separates all great players is game day preparation. This 
includes both Mental and Physical Preparedness.  

Let’s take a look at the top mental game errors a basketball player makes when 

pre-paring for games. 
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Six Mental Mistakes Basketball Players Make Before Games: 

 

Every athlete including basketball players have time before games to prepare.  

They all generally eat a specific meal, take time out to rest or sleep before arrival 

to the arena, listen to music, get taped by the trainers, or watch film. Some arrive 

at the arena 2-4 hours early and run through their routines. 

Routine consistency will help to build your confidence because you will be doing 

both physical and mental actions with pattern efficiency without even thinking 

about it.  I call this auto-magically – executing automatically without conscious 

thought.  

In my professional practice I have seen just about every mental mistake a 

basketball player can make.  In this report I will be sharing with you the Top 6 

Mistakes Basketball Players make during their pre-game preparation. I will also 

offer alternative strategies that will insure greater success and game success. 

 

(1) Placing Demands or expectations on 

performance. 

Despite what others have taught you, strict demands or high expectations for 

performance in advance of games can significantly negatively affect success. 

Practice is when you work to master skills you will use and trust in the game. The 

skills mastery you bring to the game will ultimately determine what you will do 

physically. Before or during games is not the time to set demands for 

performance, like “I need to score 25 points today.” Or “I will not turn the ball 

over once today.” 

By preparing mentally before you start the game you will eliminate expectations 

from your mind.  You will have solidified an approach that is grounded and 

focused in the present and reinforced with a consistent mindset clear of 
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unwanted distractions. Expectations are what I call internal distractions! These 

are thoughts or images that demand a certain level of performance.  With this 

plan you will limit the number of distractions you encounter and will increase the 

number of crisp passes you deliver or shots you execute.  Your focus should begin 

from a broad perspective (seeing the action in front of you) and sharpen down to 

a very narrow focal point like the where you want your pass or shot to end up. 

 

I have worked with players who had no game plan.  Most think it is simply about 

getting in the game and playing.  It’s not about simply putting the ball through the 

net, but understanding your opposing teams weaknesses, and being able to 

execute on the shots you want, when you want, and placing them wherever you 

want.  If you define your “shot zone” and work that zone with confidence, and 

commitment, you will be successful. The basketball player must work to define 

the zone (in the paint, down the middle, outside the paint, or the perimeter) the 

basketball is intended to travel and incorporate each zone as part of the pre-

preparation routine.  Select the shot, define the zone you want the ball to travel, 

center on that zone using visual cues, block out all other distractions by narrowing 

the focus, lock in that zone and then execute on the shot. For Example, “I picture 

my shot as my opponent would see it, then as I see it.” In execution of the shot the 

player might use the following word cues:  “Relax, see the zone, reach out and 

place the ball in that spot.” This helps the player to concentrate and execute a 

successful delivery with positive results.  

 

(2)  Not Trusting and Committing to the Plan 

Assume for a moment a basketball player defines a plan, practices the plan, and 

feels prepared to execute the plan, but when crunch time comes fails to execute 

for lack of trust or worry about whether the plan will actually work.  Not having a 

plan is the number one reason for lack of success.  The number two reason for 

lack of success comes down to second guessing the plan.  Trusting is critical to 

success. 
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The conscious mind works well when it has defined direction from the sub-

conscious.  Indecision or lack of direction confuses the conscious mind and it 

therefore does not know how to react other than to be confused about what to 

do.  This is a prime example of lack of commitment to the plan.   

Indecision causes confusion. Confusion causes lack of consistency in execution. 

For example, confusion happens when you have a defined role (example: point 

guard), agree to take on the role, but don’t trust in your ability to perform the 

role. This indecision causes a delayed reaction, a tendency to “be invisible” or not 

take risks and therefore mixed messages get sent to the conscious mind about 

what is to happen next. The conscious mind reads this message as “I don’t trust 

this decision.” The ensuing result is, well, any number of things could happen.  

Most likely the end result will not be what you want it to be.  

 

(3)  Worrying about things you don’t control 

How many times during the game have you tried with all your power to get the 

pass to its intended location, but just could not do it.  The mind begins to believe 

you simply can’t do it. You now start to believe you can’t do it, and your-self talk 

begins to control what you do. Now, you start to think about NOT being 

aggressive and avoid going taking chances. As a result you have now retrained the 

mind to not trust in your ability and stick to a comfort zone of not risking making 

mistakes.   

The number one thought that gets in the way of success is the over controlling 

thought pattern that you can’t do something. In essence you become sidetracked 

by worrying about failure.  The strategy we talked about earlier is to have a pre-

determined plan of what you will do when you go after the ball or take a shot.  

Part of the plan is to have a back-up plan when things do not go the way you 

expect.  The odds are on your side if you simply take one opportunity at a time 

and execute on what you are confident will work. It’s important to avoid self-

judgment, which disrupts concentration.  
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There are three negative things that can happen when your mind is not helping 

your body do what it is supposed to do. First, you will doubt your skills. Second, 

you be tentative when you go after the ball or take a shot. Or third, you might not 

even take the risk for fear of failure.  You can’t control the outcome of any one of 

these options, but you can take action in spite of your fears and by doing so have 

an equal chance of success. In the end, it’s your job as a point guard to use your 

skills to execute the plays, get the ball to an open player or take the shot yourself.  

Rather than worry about what not to do you must execute on putting the ball 

anywhere in play that has the potential for scoring.  The probability of success in 

this situation is 100% greater than if you make the attempt “be visible” with the 

rest of the action.  

 

(4)  The Image of Success Disappears  

In the example above the end result becomes a function of your thought process.  

You think you can’t be successful and you will definitely not be successful.  If this 

happens three or four times in a row your mind becomes convinced you can’t do 

it.  The more often this happens the farther away the image of success gets.  

Pretty soon the fog gets so thick in your head you couldn’t keep your mind on the 

process of play if your life depended on it.  Nothing seems to work – no matter 

what you do.  When the image (picture) in your mind or thoughts (self-talk) is not 

success focused you program yourself to have a poor experience.  You want to 

have complete control of the image or thoughts you deliver to the conscious mind 

before you execute the play or shot. The good news is that you DO have control 

over what you tell yourself.  If you have control over what you tell yourself then 

you have control over the success you have.  The plan within the plan is to see, or 

feel success with your body before you execute.  The see or feel part of the plan is 

exactly what you do with your mind.  You have complete control over this. To 

regain an image of success it is important to recall an image of success from the 

past, and focus the awareness of this success in “now.” By seeing, in your mind, 

these images of success, and then re-executing the images in your mind you begin 

to repeat the pattern of what it feels like to execute with success.   
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(5)  Forcing it to Happen When the Pattern is Full 

When you create a pattern in your mind that is focused on what you don’t want 

to happen it’s impossible to insert any other thought because the negative 

pattern takes up all available mind space.  It’s like trying to poor 10 gallons of 

water into a 5 gallon jug. It just can’t happen! When the pattern is full we get 

frustrated and try to force things to happen.  Trying to force too much thinking 

into the skill execution process is counterproductive and can result in trying to be 

too precise, perfect, and over analytical.  

The routine you create is mainly a series of thoughts, images, and cues that 

trigger execution.  The execution of the routine should require little or no thought 

at all.  This is why we repeatedly practice the routine before we bring it into the 

game.  You must be comfortable with the routine and it must bring positive 

results in practice otherwise it will not brings the desired result in a game 

situation.  

The objective is to keep the mind focused on one thought, image or cue to assist 

with execution of the routine. For example, if you try to study too many academic 

subjects at the same time you become distracted, confused, overloaded with 

information and frustrated. Consequently it’s close to impossible to remember 

anything.  The same is true with skill execution in sports. The mind will work 

exceptionally well when focused on one task at a time.  If distracting thoughts 

enter your mind gently bring your attention back to the present. Step back away 

from the action for a quick moment, take in a deep breath to the count of 2 (one-

one thousand, two-one thousand) and exhale to the count of 4 (one-one 

thousand, two one-thousand, three one-thousand, four one-thousand.) Exhale 

very slowly.  The slow exhale has a calming effect. As you exhale focus on a 

thought that gently brings you back to a connection with the ball or play. Doing 

this gently rather than forcefully will give the mind a chance to clear unproductive 

thoughts and allow room for the new thought to enter.  
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(6)  Lack of Belief in Your Ability 

As you practice your routine and see the positive results you also improve your 

confidence and trust.   You really want to train yourself to see the ball reach its 

intended target before you actually execute the shot. The moment the ball leaves 

your hand you will get a sense of where the ball is going because you will have 

rehearsed this skill enough times to believe it will reach its mark.  

Confidence comes the minute you believe you can make this happen.  After 

confidence the trust that develops keeps the second guessing at bay and gives 

you the freedom to execute just like you have practiced multiple times before.  

Trust lets it all go without trying to control it.   

Imagine yourself doing a great job driving your car.  You have control of the 

steering wheel, know the environment, and are familiar with the execution of all 

the tasks associated with the skill of driving.  Now imagine the person sitting next 

to you sitting or in the back seat begins to tell you how to drive. They begin to 

interfere with your execution. You might even begin to second guess your ability 

to function as an effective driver.  In essence you may begin to doubt your ability 

to drive the car. If your driving is disrupted then your skill execution might be 

disrupted as a result of outside distractions.  

 

“My mom would never let us quit.  She always taught us the importance of 

sticking with it, even when times are tough. She showed us that if you put your 

mind to it, you can accomplish the world.” 

Theo Ratliff – All Star Center for the NBA Atlanta Hawks 
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In Closing 

A routine is like a road map. It’s a formula that can be used over and over with 
confidence and trust it will bring the same result over and over again.   

 
”I do a lot of mental preparation, lots of visualization. I always take a nap 

before a game, that’s when I visualize my shots, my free throws. That gets me 
ready. I see the shots I’m going to make and I see them going in” 

Natalie Williams – WNBA and U.S. national team forward 
 

Each athlete engages their respective sports with confidence and trust not only in 

their abilities, but in their pre-execution routines.  The routine to them is the final 

step in assessing where they are, and what they plan to do. 

A great basketball player should be mentally alert at all times and have a broad 

visual perspective of the action in front of them. They need to read a play before 

it happens, know where everyone is on the court, and anticipate where every 

player will be on the court. To do this you have to be confident, focused, and 

trusting in skills execution. This is a combination of mental and physical skills that 

equal “basketball sense.” 

On the court the mentally strong basketball player begins with warm-up and 

stretching, and then mentally executes on a specific set of pre-game drills until 

each action is satisfied.  Once in the game he incorporates his mental training 

with each step exactly the same for each situation in the pre-game routine.   

Before he executes he may repeat a central cue word to help him narrow and 

blacken in his focus on the goalie or target, sees in his mind exactly where he 

wants to the puck to go, and finally begins his execution and delivers the puck 

with uncanny accuracy. 
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Don’t’ Leave Home Without IT… 

The physical and mental routines become one in the same during game play 

execution.  The physical skills have been practiced over and over. The mental 

routine integrates with the physical routine by providing directive thoughts and 

images about execution. Essentially it reminds the body what to do.  The mind 

and body work together!  In summary the mental routine helps you to: 

1. Have a plan of action. 

2. Use your sense of hearing, sight, and touch to connect with execution. 

3. Program movement with powerful images of success. 

4. Offers a vehicle for centering and focus using cues. 

5. Provides a vehicle for pre shot rehearsal before execution. 

6. Prepares the body for final execution and delivery with confidence and 

trust. 

 

I’ve learned if you have a chance, you’d better take it. Life’s too precious. I 

always tell my players, “Enjoy the now.” 

Gary Williams – Head basketball coach of the University of Maryland (2002 NCAA champions) 

 

 


