The Mental Game - performance evaluation

by Kim Frazer

I n a previous article on Goal Set-
ting, I covered the basic funda-
mentals of goal setting and perfor-
mance evaluation for competitors.
Achieving improvement in the
early stages of your bridge career,
as in all competition for

most competitors, is relatively straightforward.

It is easy to make progress when there are a lot of areas
that need improvement and you will find that progress
is rapid. The difficulty occurs when you become a more
experienced player, and you have achieved a reason-
able level of competence. Now improvement comes
more slowly and is focussed in three primary areas:

a) continued development of your skill as a player;

b) incremental improvements to your system with
your partner; and,

¢) development of your partnership harmony and
understanding.

Elite athletes adopt a very structured and systematic
approach to changes to “system” changes & improve-
ments. For example an athlete may decide that they
have maximised their skill level using a particular
technical skill, and that to achieve improvement a
change is required to a technical aspect of their sport.
The implementation of the technical skill change is
extremely well planned. Key characteristics of change
are:

e the change happens in the off season;

e the athlete spends hours of practice to learn the
change before it is used in an important competi-
tion; and,

e the athlete is usually confident that a change is
required to achieve improvement - ie. their current
technique is sub-optimal.

The reason for the highly structured approach to
changes is that it is important athletes head into com-
petition feeling confident that their technical skills are
robust and will withstand the pressure of competition.
This mental confidence in your skills is vital as any
doubts in the mind will translate to “fear” in execution,
and an increased likelihood of mistakes.

Similarly, in bridge, analysis of your existing system
and skill level is necessary before you decide to make
any changes. A key question to examine is whether the
weaker performance is due to judgement errors or a
deficiency in skill or a sub-optimal system or method.
Just like tennis players often choose a highly risky shot

at the wrong point in a match, rather than waiting for
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the correct moment, often bridge players will bid for
a wildly optimistic game or slam when a part score or
game is enough. If this is happening with you and your
partner, then changing your methods or conventions
will not really enable the performance improvement
you are seeking. Similarly if your deficiencies are due
to a lack of knowledge on card play techniques such
as squeezes, finesses, or card combinations, then work
in this area might be prudent before system changes
are made.

If, after analysis, you decide that a change to your cur-
rent methods is necessary, then you need to follow a
very structured process to implementing that change.
As an example:

e identify the “one” convention or method you want
to change - for example changing from weak jump
overcalls to intermediate jump overcalls;

e assess the frequency with which the “new” con-
vention would be used, compared with your cur-
rent convention or method;

e assess which convention or method will deliver
the most consistent results, and so on.

You might decide to make the change and then you
should do further analysis to see if the change makes
you and your partner stronger or weaker as a pair by
assessing your results on the hands where the method
or convention applied compared with the result you
probably would have achieved using a natural method
and/or your old convention. With the availability of
hand records for each session, and with some of the
modern scoring programs to provide data, analysis of
hands is relatively easy for you to perform, provided
you are willing to spend the time. Using a data-based
approach when making changes to your system or play
will give you the confidence to believe in yourself
when using those changes in competition.

When I gave this article to David Morgan for com-
ment, he rightly identified the third aspect - building
partnership understanding and harmony. This is some-
thing I really need to work on, so I am going to use
David’s comments:

“Working to get the best out of each other is an impor-
tant goal for any serious partnership to have. There
may be some people who respond well to being criti-
cised after a hand but I don t think I’ve ever seen that
happen at the table. Beyond working out when and how
to discuss what happens when things go wrong, it's
worthwhile to work on helping partner to play better.
Maybe partner likes to be complimented after doing
something well, even if it is routine: if so, compliment
them. Maybe partner plays better when there's little
discussion: save the chat for after play finishes. Maybe



partner likes a smile to reassure them after they 've
made a mistake: smile. Maybe partner likes the suits
laid out in a particular way when you 're dummy. do
it! Maybe partner really doesn t like it when you leave
the table when you 're dummy, except in an emergency:
respect their wishes”.

To some this might seem like a lot of work, but gaining
incremental improvement is hard once the basics are
understood and learned. Like champion sportspeople,
the players who are the most successful, are those who
make the fewest errors, and who also work the hardest
at improving their game. However most importantly,
the best competitors are those who believe in their own
ability, and techniques.
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Why do the Italian champions win so many events?
It’s not their card play since the card play of the other
top European and US players is also very strong. A
group of Polish experts followed the Italians on BBO
and pieced together their methods. It was up to our
own Ron Klinger to convert this information into a
most amazing book.

The basis of the Italian bidding is the “Power Double™:

West North East South
1¢ 19 Dbl 39
Pass Pass ?

What would you bid holding #AQ75, Y94, ¢AKQ82,
#32. You and I might bid 54 but in the Italian methods
double was a Power Double and confirmed their side
had the balance of power and was forcing to game.
When West replied 4 East’s 44 was now forcing and
this created space for West to cuebid his singleton heart
and reach a cold 6¢.

The book goes on to discuss how most doubles which
were once penalties are now takeout, wide range pre-
empts, aggressive third seat openings and double vs
overcall. There is much information for two-over-one
enthusiasts, non-serious 3NT, last train and a discussion
of all the basic 2/1 sequences starting at the two level.
And there are many new ideas.

Four large chapters are devoted to slam bidding
combining cue bidding, kickback, turbo and various
new meanings for 4NT into a cohesive approach. High
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level competitive auctions are thoroughly dissected
and examined. This deal combines some of the many
new concepts:

South deals, all vulnerable

aJ42
VA62
¢J9864
®63
Q1075 MAK863
v987 vQ3
¢®72 3
$QJ87 #109542
49
YKJ1054
¢ AKQ103
S AK
West North East South
Pauncz Lauria Fossi Versace
1v
Pass VA 4 24 3¢
36 44 44 4NT
Pass Sde Pass 64
All Pass

Versace preferred to open 19 and not 2 to give
himself space to develop the auction. When opener
makes a game try the partnership allows the possibility
that partner is also looking for slam so on his meagre
six-count Lauria raised to 44. 4NT was a “substitute
cuebid” showing spade control and 5S¢ was “last train”.
That was all Versace needed to bid the slam.

The book is a blockbuster. On every page there are
examples from championship play, mostly Lauria-
Versace, and Ron Klinger’s explains every situation
simply and clearly. There are so many revolutionary
ideas and treatments in the book, it will change the
way the game is played.
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