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A
s Head of Medical 
Services for Harlequins 
and someone who 
practices meditation 
regularly, I have 
discovered � rst-hand 

the bene� ts of meditation sessions. � e 
pressure that a top athlete can experience 
is immense but we’ve all been there and 
can relate to feeling anxious; an important 
work pitch or a key interview, for example, 
something that you’re desperate to get 
right and could re� ect well or badly 
on you.

On game day the pressure that a player 
might put on themselves could be down 
to the importance of the game, the quality 
of the opposing team, or the opposition 
player they’re matching up against. 
All these things can make a player feel 
worried about stepping up to the plate and 
it’s vital that they don’t allow the thought 
of the situation to get on top of them. 
� is is what the mindfulness sessions we 

have introduced helped us to achieve, 
the cliché of controlling the controllable 
and allowing the players to be fully in the 
moment when they need to be.

Introducing mindfulness
We � rst introduced the team to mindfulness 
in 2018 and players responded as you might 
expect from a team of alpha males. � ey’re 
used to approaching problems with a 
headstrong mindset of  ‘don’t overthink it, 
just do’, so naturally it took a while to bring 
them around to the idea of meditation 
and mindfulness. 

Any sports club is a society and we 
welcome that not everybody wants to 
do the same thing. Instead of making it 
mandatory for everyone, we � rst earmarked 
a handful of players who were open to the 
idea. Curiosity began to build interest and 
we encouraged the � rst few players who 
tried it, to talk about the bene� ts with the 
rest of the team. We then launched a four-
week education block about the bene� ts of 

mindfulness before asking the entire team 
what they thought about the idea of group 
sessions. Needless to say, the rest 
was history. 

What does it entail?
We have mindfulness group sessions every 
Monday after breakfast, which last 30 
minutes and are split between the forwards 
and the backs. Our mindfulness coach, Luke 
Doherty, stays around all day on a Monday 
for one-to-one sessions and is available for 
remote support throughout the week. 

Luke’s sessions range from diaphragm 
breathing to full-body relaxation, where he 
starts at the shoulders and works through 
each part of the body from head to toe. 
� ey’re probably the two key sessions 
available, but Luke can o� er a lot of di� erent 
techniques and support.

We have a few players that swear by 
mindfulness and practice it daily, we 
also have some who mainly use it for 
performance support. For those with an 
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important role on game day, Luke will 
ensure they have the strategies they need to 
put themselves in the right headspace for 
that one speci� c task and he will provide 
support pre-game or even at half-time. 

Navigating new territory
At the time of writing this, it has been three 
weeks since we made the decision to shut 
the doors to the club due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

From the moment we closed, we made 
sure players had access to everything they 
needed to maintain e� ective training. � at 
week, each member of the team picked up 
their own sterilised strength kit from a drive-
through service we put together. Players 
were given strength and conditioning, 
running and rehab programmes to follow, 
which we catch up on virtually to discuss 
each aspect of training.

Mindfulness has really proven its 
importance at this time. Each week Luke 

shares slots for one-to-one FaceTime 
sessions, so players know to book in with 
him if they want one-to-one support. Group 
sessions are arranged on Zoom where Luke 
will take them through a 20 to 25-minute 
meditation practice. 

Ultimately, the goal is to mitigate the 
impact of lockdown on the body and mind. 
� ey’re both intrinsically linked and to 
maintain and grow their health, we’ve all got 
to continue working on them.

It isn’t to say that the team is going to be 
at its optimum when we return to ‘normal’, 
but neither are any of our opponents. � e 
aim is to do the best that we can under the 
circumstances and to be in a place where 
we are able to inform the coach about each 
player’s level of preparedness, so we can 
set up the most e� ective strategies to start 
bringing the players back up to their best.

Conclusion
Sports psychology has been used for many 
years but we’re the � rst premiership team to 
implement mindfulness sessions and have a 
coach available twice a week for players.

� ankfully, we are seeing more athletes 
opening up about their mental health and 
I think that will only continue to go from 
strength to strength. We have a few young 
players who are big advocates of Luke 
and the mindfulness strategies we’ve put 
in place. Marcus our � yhalf is very open 
about how it’s helped him, not just with 
the performance side of things but with 
external stresses outside of work too - that’s 

something we really encourage. 
� e Rugby Players Association (RPA) have 

been so impressed with Luke’s work and 
the feedback from the players that they’ve 
asked him to put together a learning tool 
that they can send out to the players in clubs 
across the country. I think that just shows 
how much weight is being put on mental 
health in sport and the huge bene� ts of 
mindfulness. 

� e role of a therapist in supporting an 
athlete, or any client, is to talk about how 
their wellbeing could play a key role in 
changing the stigma around mental health 
in sport and society as a whole.
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Supporting clients
Emotional intelligence is a key skill 
for any practicing therapist to have in 
their toolkit. Ultimately the fi rst step 
is reading the signs and encouraging 
clients to talk. Offer strategies if you’re 
qualifi ed to do so or refer them onto 
another health specialist. There are 
some very good mindfulness apps 
available - you can fi nd Luke’s at 
mindfulpeakperformance.com
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