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Mental Toughness Column
Team Leaders, You Can
Develop Team Chemistry!

By Larry Lauer, Ph D

*“...atough mental attitude is needed
to be a top hockey player.”
Pavel Bure

Note to readers: This column will provide
information and resources on hockey
psychology and mental toughness.
Strategies will be offered to help you
develop into a mentally tough hockey
player.

The role of the team captain is a special
one. You have the respect of your peers. Or
so you thought! Often captains are frus-
trated with teammates that are not moti-
vated, don’t listen to the captains, are nega-
tive, or are not bought into the system.

But, you are only a player. It is the coaching
staff’s job to motivate your teammates. Well, it
is, but you can play a major role in developing
team chemistry. You are the captain. You are a
team leader. You are often in the best position
to make a positive change to the team’s chemis-
try—how well you work together.

How can you get your team to work together?
To trust each other? Be on the same page and
communicate on and off the ice?

(Continued on page 3)
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The team captain can build team
chemistry by doing some basic things
such as planning team functions,
monitoring and reinforcing positive
communication, and making team-
mates accountable to the team’s goals.

Read this month’s Special Column
ADHD and Hockey: What You Need to Know
By Dr. Gary Sater
(page 2)




Special Column:

ADHD and Hockey: What You Need to Know
Gary Sater, Ph D

Dr. Gary Sater of Madison, Wisconsin reveals how
ADHD affects how young people act and perform in
hockey and recommends how to help a child with
ADHD enjoy the game and to improve their skills.

To players, parents and coaches, ADHD (Attention-
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder) can be confusing. At
first glance, it seems that ADHD (or as many refer to it,
ADD) goes away when athletes who are diagnosed with
such play fast-paced, multi-sensory (sound, sight,
movement, touch, etc.) and highly engaging games like
action-packed video games or hockey. At other times it
is a clear detriment to learning and performance when
the athlete is distracted during the coach’s talk to the
team, a teacher’s lecture or he/she reacts impulsively
and takes a poorly timed penalty during the game. Why
is this sometimes true? How can such a brain/body con-
dition as ADHD hold someone back in some activities
and be an advantage to some in other activities (like
hockey)?

ADHD is a unique neurobiochemical condition result-
ing from poor performance of transmitter systems of the
brain. Researchers have discovered that the neurotrans-
mitter, dopamine, is primarily involved, but there may
be others affected, as well. When dopamine is not func-
tioning properly to transmit signals within the brain, we
experience problems with attention, distractibility,
over-activity and impulsivity. It also known that ADHD
has a genetic link, thus it “runs” in families. Basically,
it seems that if dopamine (and possibly other transmit-
ters) is working well, we are able to stay alert and fo-

cused, even under relatively low stimulation conditions
(like listening to a coach talk for a long time or pa-
tiently and alertly waiting for our turn to run a drill dur-
ing practice). If not, we get bored quickly, maybe even
feel tired, daydream and/or seek stimulation by doing
something more active and engaging such as being “off
task”, annoying others or impulsively make a mistake.
This can get us into trouble with coaches, teachers and
teammates or classmates, without meaning to. Much of
the time we do this to simply stay engaged and fight off
boredom. If the activity, on the other hand, is highly
engaging, stimulating and interactive (like hockey!), the
athlete with ADHD might very well excel. This is often
the case even without medication to enhance the alert-
ness as the activity itself provides the stimulation to
remain alert.

Some of us experience only the inattention and distrac-
tibility part (unable to stay alert during “boring” activi-
ties), others mostly the hyperactive and impulsive part
(trouble controlling our energy and thinking before we
act) while some of us experience both. These are all
different types of ADHD. ADHD is also a condition
that doesn’t suddenly appear later in your childhood or
teen years, as proper diagnosis must include signs and
symptoms before age 7 and that have significantly inter-
fered with our performance for at least 6 months. Also,
proper assessment and diagnosis includes a careful de-
velopmental history, interviews, rating scales, observa-
tions and sometimes other psychological testing. Like-
wise, it is common for a person to be having trouble
performing in school work and not at the rink, with
hockey. As you might have already figured out above,
if the activity is stimulating enough (e.g. playing
hockey?!), alertness and focus might not be a problem.

We also know that if someone is personally interested
or driven enough, they can keep their heads/brains alert
and “in the game”. Some of us who experience ADHD
know that when we “have to do” something with ur-
gency, we can. It’s as if we can “jump start” our brains
when something absolutely has to be done. This, how-
ever, can be a haphazard and not very rewarding way to
live our lives and perform at important tasks. Some ath-
(Continued on page 4)
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Developing Team Chemistry (cont.)

Captains and team leaders should not sit back and allow
teams to fall apart. You must take an active role in helping
your team reach it’s goals. First, it is important to under-
stand how teams develop...

An old theory about how team’s grow comes from Bruce
Tuckman (1965). He said that teams go through four stages:

In the first stage of forming teams are just coming together
in the preseason. Players are comparing themselves with
teammates specifically looking at strengths and weaknesses
of those players in their position. They are also becoming
familiar with one another as people and go from the point of
being uncomfortable around teammates to becoming ac-
quainted. This stage is often characterized by excitement
and a willingness of teammates to work together.

As a team leader you can help your team form in several
ways. First, talk with your teammates about your role and
what can be expected from you. Support your coaches’ team
expectations for conduct and effort in the weight room or on
the ice. Second, get to know all of your teammates, not just
the guys you know from last season! Create open lines of
communication so players can get to know each other and
hopefully develop an appreciation for what each person
brings to the team.

An excellent way to help the team form is to do a team
function. Going to movies and having team dinners are
good for bringing teams together. This is often planned by
the coaching staff or by team managers or parents, but you
can take an active role by emphasizing why this is important
to do and suggest the types of activities that could occur.
For instance, a fun exercise at a team gathering to help
teammates remember names is important for initial team
formation.

It is also important to begin to build trust amongst teammates
in the forming stage. This can be achieved by doing fun ac-
tivities such as team obstacle courses.

Once the team has formed you move into the storming stage
where roles have been defined and players are not always
accepting those roles. In addition, team members may not
buy into the leadership, are forming cliques with buddies,
and not getting along with each other. This of course kills
team chemistry and performance. To minimize the amount of
storming your team experiences it is good to have a team
motto that is connected to the team’s goals. Mottoes such as
“all for one, and one for all” capture the importance of work-
ing together towards a team goal.

In this storming stage it is vital that leaders openly communi-
cate with teammates and help them remember what is most
important—the team. Concerns with team members should
be handled respectfully and openly versus talking behind
(Continued on page 6)
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Hockey and ADHD (cont.)

letes with ADHD may appear inconsistent, even un-
motivated at times, when they are struggling to gain
and maintain attention and focus. We also might strug-
gle in school and not be able to practice or play.

Treatment for ADHD, once properly diagnosed, usu-
ally includes medication with psycho-stimulants (e.g.
Adderal and Ritalin), psychological skills training in
attention and self-control, parent training and collabo-
ration with teachers and hopefully, coaches, when ap-
propriate. If ADHD goes untreated, low self-esteem,
confidence, social and academic success and possibly
athletic and other extracurricular activities can be af-
fected. An example of this would be a hockey player
with untreated ADHD getting in trouble with the
coach for not paying attention during a talk or making
impulsive and bad decisions during challenging mo-
ments on the ice.

It is important to note that ADHD is not an “on-off”
switch, but rather a “dimmer” switch. That is, some of
us have just a little bit of it and can manage it well
without much, if any, treatment, while others of us
clearly need medication for parts of or most of the ac-
tivities of the day, as well as psychological skills train-
ing and parent/family support. Although most of us
gain in self-knowledge and self-control skills as we
get older and have more experiences to learn from,
ADHD doesn’t “go away” and we don’t “outgrow” it.
It is thought to be a life-long condition, although many
of gain skills in self-understanding and self-control as
we grow older.

In my experience with athletes of all ages, most seem
to not benefit much from medication while participat-
ing in sports. This seems to be the case because sports,
especially like hockey, are very stimulating and en-
gaging activities. However, because ADHD also af-
fects the part of the brain responsible for “executive
functioning”, activities like self-monitoring, organiz-
ing and managing multiple stimuli at one time, some
hockey players report that they are better able to “see
the whole sheet of ice”, prevent themselves from re-
acting poorly in a tough spot (like retaliating and tak-
ing a foolish penalty) and can “make better decisions
in the moment” when there is a lot going on during the
game (like deciding on a pass up-ice in traffic). Some
hockey players have reported problems with focus
during non-ice time, such as concentration during
coaches’ talks and other instructional activities. Some

players, who are particularly impulsive or hyperactive,
can also become annoying to teammates during meet-
ings, locker room time or travel time. Unfortunately,
coaches and teammates sometimes think these athletes
just have bad attitudes, aren’t motivated enough or are
trouble makers. Not getting properly diagnosed or
treated can have many negative consequences and can
hold back or otherwise interfere with an athlete’s suc-
cess and participation in their sport. As well, school
performance is the single most frequent concern. Thus,
as you know, if you don’t take care of “off the ice” life,
there may not be life on the ice, at least as you might
like it to be! If you need your meds to be successful in
school and other less stimulating activities, take them
consistently and appropriately.

Often I will hear, “he/she can’t have ADHD because
they can play video games or hockey for hours and
never appear to have any trouble with focus and dis-
tractibility”. Recall what was explained earlier. If an
activity is sufficiently exciting, active and engaging,
an ADHD individual may perform extremely well at it
and, in fact, prefer to stay engaged in that activity be-
cause they love that feeling of being fully engaged and
even “in the zone”. Compared to that distracted, bored
and tired feeling they get when trying to read their text
books, write that paper or do other homework, this is a
feeling they don’t want to give up! So, if hockey is
going well, but school may be a struggle, even with
spending sufficient effort and time, due to distractibil-
ity, inattention and /or impulsive and overactive be-
haviors, you might talk to your parents, coach, medical
doctor or psychologist about it.

Lastly, as you may already know, psycho-stimulant
medications are controlled substances and are other-
wise banned substances by the International Olympic
Committee (IOC) and the National Collegiate Athletic
Association (NCAA). This is so because they are con-
sidered performance enhancing and an unfair advan-
tage for athletes, not properly diagnosed for ADHD
and medically treated for such. I have written several
letters to the NCAA, along with the sports medicine
physicians | collaborate with, to explain and document
when an athlete may test positive for stimulants but is
legitimately being treated for ADHD. In these cases it
would be unfair to not allow them to medically treated
for a condition that puts them at risk of not being able
to perform at a level they are capable of, especially,
(Continued on page 5)
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Hockey and ADHD (cont.)

and most often, in the classroom and not in their ath-
letic lives. Unfortunately, stimulants are often abused
substances and under no conditions should you share
or sell your prescription meds at any time. Nor should
you experiment with these substances, even if you are
prescribed them by a medical doctor. Serious legal
consequences could result, possibly at a felony level,
as well as unwanted medical effects. These can be
very safe and beneficial meds, but only when properly
prescribed and used.

I hope this has provided the reader with more informa-
tion about this much talked about medical condition
and the intersection of ADHD with hockey (and all
sports for that matter). | have found this to be a very
interesting and challenging area in my clinical and
sport performance work as a psychologist and consult-
ant to hockey players and coaches. For more informa-
tion about ADHD, in general, | suggest you access the
CHADD (Children and Adults with ADHD) website.
It is a storehouse of up-to-date and excellent informa-
tion.

Smart Tips for Athletes:

If you are concerned about having problems with self-
control, attention or distractibility, discuss it with your
parents.

If you are being treated for ADHD with medication, dis-
cuss with your parents and doctors when and where your
meds might be helpful to your performance and success in
all settings.

If you are using meds for ADHD, discuss any and all con-
cerns you might have about them with your doctor and
under no circumstances share or sell them to others.

Make sure your coach knows if you are struggling with
focus, attention or self-control and you have ADHD. Re-
member, however, ADHD is not an excuse.

ADHD is a treatable medical disorder. Medications are
often helpful, but your effort and attitude are even more
important. Making the mental effort to stay focused, to
stay on task and organize your thoughts before acting will
contribute to your performance and success.

Smart Tips for Parents:

If your child has displayed difficulty with attention, dis-
tractibility, focus control, organization, short-term mem-
ory and/or frequent over-activity and impulsivity since
childhood, you might consider discussing such with your
medical doctor or a psychologist.

If your child has been diagnosed with and treated for
ADHD, consider discussing it with their coaches so mis-
understandings or mistaken judgments do not interfere
with their performance and relationships with coaches
and teammates.

Smart Tips for Coaches:

Obtain medical information about players from their par-
ents prior to the start of the season, including such disor-
ders as ADHD, so you can be fully informed about their
needs.

Discuss concerns you might have about behavior prob-
lems with the athletes and their parents as needed.

Keep practices moving, kids working and avoid long
lines and long lectures.

Don’t assume a player is a “goof off” or isn’t “serious”
about the game if they are struggling with self-control.
Also, don’t assume they need meds if they display some
challenging behaviors.

About the Author

Gary Sater, Ph.D. is a Psychologist for Mental Health
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initially a school psychologist (K-12) in the Madison
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each other’s backs. One way to get issues out in the open The third stage of norming is a time where teammates ac-
and to move on is Can It! cept their roles and are getting along with each other. Issues
that were happening in the storming phase are solved and
team members are more interested in the team goal than
their own personal goals. The team is working together.

While things are going well in the norming stage it is im-
portant to continue to keep the team close by showing the
importance of teamwork.

Often in the storming stage teammates are not feeling ap- The fourth stage of team development is performing. In this
preciated for their role, especially if they are on a fourth- stage teammates are completely focused on the team’s goals
line and don’t get much ice time. It is important to show and work together to solve issues. Relationships between
how every team member is critical and contributes to the team members are very solid and roles are clearly defined
team’s goals. The following exercise can help. and accepted. This is the ultimate goal of any team!
Hopefully, you have found a few ideas in this column to
help you to enhance the team chemistry on your team. For
more information on team exercises see the box below. Best
of luck in bringing your team out of the storm and into great
performances!
HOCKEY QUOTE

‘We can't play stupid hockey, dumb hockey, greedy hockey, selfish hockey. We

have to put the team ahead of our personal feelings."
- Terry Crisp, the ex-coach of the Tampa Bay Lightning.



