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Abstract: Competitive pressure is a significant psychological factor affecting 

performance in judo tournaments. As a dynamic and high-stakes combat sport, judo 

demands both physical excellence and mental resilience. This paper explores the 

sources and psychological impacts of competitive pressure on judo athletes and 

examines strategies to manage it effectively. Key techniques include pre-competition 

routines, controlled breathing, visualization, emotional regulation, and focus 

training. Additionally, the role of coaches in supporting athletes’ psychological 

readiness is highlighted, along with methods for simulating pressure during 

training. The aim is to provide practical and evidence-based approaches that enable 

judokas to maintain optimal performance under pressure and recover constructively 

from setbacks. These insights contribute to the broader understanding of sports 

psychology in martial arts and support the holistic development of judo athletes. 
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Judo is a physically demanding and mentally complex combat sport that 

requires athletes to perform under intense pressure. As competitions increase in 

level—ranging from regional tournaments to the Olympic Games—the 

psychological demands on judokas grow significantly. In these high-stakes 

environments, an athlete's ability to manage competitive pressure can be just as 

important as their technical and physical preparation. While judo training 
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traditionally emphasizes physical conditioning, technical mastery, and tactical 

execution, the role of psychological readiness is increasingly recognized as a critical 

factor in achieving consistent, high-level performance. 

Competitive pressure in judo stems from multiple sources: the fear of failure, 

the desire to meet expectations, the unpredictability of opponents, and the stress of 

tournament formats that often include single-elimination or repechage rounds. These 

stressors can trigger performance anxiety, disrupt focus, and affect decision-making 

on the tatami. Moreover, the fast-paced and reactive nature of judo leaves little time 

for athletes to mentally recover during a bout, making psychological control a 

necessary skill. Psychological responses to pressure can vary among athletes, but 

common effects include increased muscle tension, impaired concentration, negative 

self-talk, and overly cautious or overly aggressive behavior. Therefore, managing 

pressure is not about eliminating nerves entirely but rather learning to use them 

constructively. Mental preparation strategies such as visualization, breathing 

techniques, emotional regulation, and goal-focused thinking have proven effective 

in helping athletes maintain composure and confidence under pressure.[1] 

The coach-athlete relationship also plays a vital role in managing pressure. 

Coaches who understand the psychological needs of their athletes can provide more 

effective support, using motivational cues, pre-match routines, and tactical 

reminders that reinforce mental clarity. Additionally, incorporating pressure 

simulation in training—such as mock matches or time-constrained drills—can help 

athletes adapt to the psychological demands of real competitions. 

This paper explores the psychological challenges faced by judo athletes in 

competitive environments and outlines practical strategies for managing these 

pressures. By integrating mental preparation into regular training, judokas can 

enhance not only their performance but also their ability to recover from setbacks, 

maintain emotional balance, and build long-term resilience. In doing so, they align 
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with judo’s deeper philosophical goals: discipline, self-control, and continuous 

personal development—both on and off the mat. 

Competitive pressure in judo arises from both internal and external sources. 

Internally, athletes may experience self-imposed expectations, fear of failure, or 

negative self-talk. [2,34]Externally, pressure can come from coaches, teammates, 

family, spectators, media, and the competitive structure itself. Unlike some team 

sports, judo places the full weight of performance on a single athlete during each 

bout, heightening the sense of personal responsibility and vulnerability. Tournament 

structure in judo often follows a single-elimination format with a repechage system, 

where one loss can drastically change the athlete’s path to a medal. This can create 

an overwhelming sense of “do or die,” particularly in early rounds. Additionally, 

factors such as unfamiliar opponents, rapid match schedules, unfamiliar venues, and 

changes in weight class add layers of uncertainty and psychological strain. 

Under pressure, judokas may experience heightened arousal levels, which can 

lead to physical symptoms such as muscle stiffness, rapid breathing, or fatigue. 

Psychologically, athletes may struggle with indecisiveness, distraction, negative 

emotions, or performance anxiety. According to the Yerkes-Dodson Law, moderate 

levels of arousal can enhance performance, but too much anxiety often leads to a 

decline in physical and cognitive functioning. Pressure can also affect an athlete’s 

tactical thinking. For example, fear of being countered might lead to reduced 

attacking frequency, hesitation, or predictability—ultimately giving an advantage to 

the opponent. Therefore, the ability to regulate one’s psychological state is crucial 

in such fast-paced, reactive combat situations. 

Structured routines before matches help athletes establish a sense of control 

and readiness. These often include warm-ups, stretching, visualization, listening to 

music, positive self-talk, and breathing exercises. Consistency in routine can reduce 

anxiety and reinforce focus.[4,67] Visualization involves mentally simulating a 

match—executing techniques, anticipating grips, and responding to challenges. This 
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helps athletes become mentally familiar with different scenarios, increasing 

confidence and preparedness. It also aids in rehearsing calm, controlled responses to 

adversity (e.g., being thrown or penalized). 

Controlled breathing techniques, such as box breathing or diaphragmatic 

breathing, help reduce physiological signs of anxiety. These exercises can be used 

before matches or during breaks to bring the athlete back to a focused and relaxed 

state. Mental cues and affirmations like “stay sharp,” “I am in control,” or “one 

exchange at a time” help maintain present-moment awareness. Practicing attention 

control during training—such as blocking out distractions or refocusing after 

mistakes—translates well to competition. 

The coach is often the most influential external figure in an athlete’s 

preparation. Their behavior, words, and energy before and during matches can 

impact the judoka’s mental state. Supportive coaching—characterized by calm 

communication, belief in the athlete’s abilities, and a clear tactical plan—helps 

reduce mental pressure and builds trust. Additionally, coaches can help athletes set 

realistic goals that focus on performance (e.g., “dominate grips,” “initiate first 

attack”) rather than only outcomes (e.g., “win gold”). This approach reduces the fear 

of failure and keeps the athlete’s mind focused on controllable actions. 

Preparing athletes for pressure must begin in the dojo. Coaches can simulate 

competition-like stress by: 

 Holding mock tournaments 

 Creating time-limited sparring drills 

 Using distractions (noise, sudden rule changes) 

 Assigning consequences to losses (e.g., extra drills)[6] 

These methods condition athletes to stay mentally composed and tactically aware 

under challenging circumstances. The goal is to make pressure familiar, not feared. 

Losses in judo are common and can be emotionally taxing, especially in major 
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tournaments. Athletes must learn to process setbacks constructively. Post-match 

reflection should focus on: 

 What went well 

 What can be improved 

 Tactical insights for future matches 

Building psychological resilience includes recognizing that a loss does not define 

the athlete’s worth. Mental training should also include coping strategies, emotional 

control, and the ability to shift focus to upcoming matches—particularly important 

in competitions with repechage brackets or team events. Judo's philosophical roots 

offer natural tools for managing pressure. Concepts such as Seiryoku Zenyo 

(maximum efficiency) and Jita Kyoei (mutual welfare and benefit) emphasize 

discipline, self-control, and continuous self-improvement.[6] These values, when 

deeply understood and embraced, help judokas view competition not merely as a test 

of victory but as a step in personal growth. Practicing these principles fosters 

humility, emotional maturity, and an ability to maintain perspective—especially 

under pressure. 

Managing competitive pressure in judo involves a combination of mental 

training techniques, supportive coaching, pressure simulation, and philosophical 

grounding. By integrating psychological strategies into daily practice, athletes 

develop the focus, composure, and resilience needed to perform consistently at high 

levels. This mental preparedness complements physical training and is essential for 

long-term success in competitive judo. 

Competitive pressure is an unavoidable and defining feature of high-level 

judo. Whether competing on a regional stage or at the Olympic level, judokas face 

intense psychological demands that can significantly influence their performance. 

The ability to manage this pressure effectively is not an innate trait but a learned 

skill—developed through consistent mental training, practical strategies, and 

supportive coaching. This paper has highlighted the various sources of pressure that 
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judo athletes encounter, including performance expectations, tournament structure, 

and internal fears of failure. It has also examined the psychological consequences of 

unmanaged stress, such as anxiety, distraction, and hesitation, all of which can 

hinder performance in critical moments. 

To combat these effects, judokas must incorporate structured mental 

preparation into their training regimens. Techniques such as visualization, controlled 

breathing, positive self-talk, and the development of pre-competition routines can 

greatly enhance psychological readiness. Additionally, coaches play a vital role in 

shaping the mental environment, offering guidance, confidence, and calmness when 

athletes need it most. Pressure simulation in training and the adoption of judo’s 

philosophical values—such as discipline, humility, and continuous self-

improvement—further strengthen an athlete’s ability to perform under stress. 

Importantly, managing pressure is not solely about achieving victory but about 

fostering resilience, emotional control, and the mental clarity needed for long-term 

growth in the sport. 

In conclusion, mental preparation should be treated with the same importance 

as physical and technical training in judo. By addressing the psychological aspects 

of competition, athletes can enhance their focus, adapt better to adversity, and 

perform at their highest potential when it matters most. 
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