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Introduction 
 

This thesis was born out of the need to give a frame – after three and a half years of 

work, experimentation, conception and data collection – to the use of the Functional 

Model and Functional Techniques in the setting of sport. 

Four years ago, I started to collaborate with a sports medicine center that had been 

working for a couple of decades not only in medicine and physiotherapy but also in 

athletic and mental preparation at a professional level. I took on this professional 

(and personal) adventure motivated by the passion that I have for sport and an 

interest in immersing myself completely and comparing myself to sportspeople at the 

highest levels. Previously, my competitive and work experience had led me into 

amateur sport, as a footballer for 20 years and later as an educator/coach and 

trainer for football clubs. 

The initial impact of the environment and the buildings, I remember well, generated 

inside of me a mix of sensations and emotions, even contradictory ones; on the one 

hand, the pleasure of having found a context in which the right basic idea was 

present, or rather the recognition of the need for, and importance of, the 

psychological domain in an athlete’s performance. On the other hand, a slight 

concern at the complete lack of a fundamental theory (correct or not) of the person 

and personality, and therefore the foundation on which to apply trainings, 

methodology and processes of change in the athlete. Note however, that this was 

not due to reticence or a closed mentality, on the contrary, the Scientific Director as 

well as the owner of the facility, a physician specialized in Sports Medicine, were 

people with instinct and scientific vision, but not supported by a knowledge of 

Psychology with the consequent risk of ending up in psychological platitudes far from 

what is now a modern and integrated vision of the human being. 

In the course of this thesis, we will see how this factor led to a few difficulties in 

creating a methodology and specific “mental training”, but also how it was a source 

of a strong motivation to not only build a process for training and improvement in 

athletes, but also to  

raise awareness of “how a person is made”. I tried to bring this vision into the facility 

among colleagues from other disciplines (physicians, physiotherapists, athletic 



Sport and Functional Psychology: creation of a functional protocol for the sportsperson 
 Dr. Lorenzo Baldassarri 

  5 

trainers, commercial managers) attempting, in my small way, to overcome the typical 

(and very limiting) collaboration “between all sides”, trying to create an integrated 

and connected working model. 

In order to demonstrate and transmit the concepts of Neo-Functionalism (and 

especially the ability to apply them to get results) after facing the first year and a half 

alone, I managed to create a team of four colleagues, all trained at the Florence 

office of SEF, who helped me, becoming in their turn protagonists in this long 

experimentation of the Functional Model in professional sportspeople.  This thesis 

and that of my colleague Elena Sgherri, grew out of these years of work; I should 

point out, they do not have experimental value scientifically speaking, but they do 

have the goal of illustrating how the use of the Functional Protocol for the 

sportsperson was born, how it was applied practically, and what are the results and 

changes obtained with athletes.  
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1 Human Activities: Sport from the point of view of Modern 

Functionalism 
 

Figure 1 represents specifically what are the Human Activities. Here we can see at 

the center two additional key elements of Functionalism: the Functions of the Self 

and the Foundational Experiences of the Self or the Fundamental Functionings of 

the Personality. Let’s try to clarify and dissect briefly, but thoroughly, these 

fundamental concepts. 

 

Fig. 1 Human Activities (Rispoli 2009) 
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“Human activities are people’s areas of interest and initiative, that which a person 

does and undertakes in life, the way in which one creates the Self.” (Rispoli L., 2014, 

Il Manifesto del Funzionamento Moderno, Alpes Italia, Roma, p.33). 

There are many Human Activities and SPORT is one of them. Not all Activities are 

present in a person’s life, but each of them contributes to creating a person’s identity 

together with the configuration of the Self and the fundamental Functionings of the 

personality. 

It will be important to fully understand what Neo-Functionalism’s vision is of “how a 

person is made and how they work” in order to understand in depth the theoretical 

basis on which the Functional Protocol for the sportsperson was conceived and built.  

Modern Functionalism has its roots in a number of areas: in psychophysiological 

studies, in historic Functionalism, in studies of the mind-body relationship opened in 

psychotherapy by Reich’s concept of the functional identity, in the theories of the Self 

(from Kohut to Stern) and in recent contributions on the new frontiers of research, 

from studies and research on perinatal life to the development of neuroscience 

(Rispoli L., 2014, Il Manifesto del Funzionalismo Moderno, Alpes Italia, Roma, p.1).  

We will not probe too deeply into the whole modern Functional construct, conceived 

by Luciano Rispoli starting from the 1980s in the School of Naples, but we will limit 

ourselves to examining some milestones of Functional theory (which we cited earlier 

and that will serve to understand the foundation of the methodology that we will 

describe later): the Self as an organized system of Functions, the fundamental 

Functionings of the Personality and the possible alterations. 

 

The Self and the Functions 

 

The focal point in the conception of the Functional Self was to create a 

multidimensional picture of the person and consequently to give a decisive push in 

overcoming the mind-body dichotomy. The great value of Functional Psychology is 

not solely theoretical, given that it could help all the various theoretical paradigms 

that do not have a clear or integrated vision of the human organism, but, more than 

anything, it is a practical aid. For psychologists, psychotherapists and anyone within 
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the helping professions in empowerment, the concept of the Functional Self is a 

great tool to be able to “read” in a clear, scientific and integrated way, the person 

they have in front of them. And I can also add from my own experience, clinical and 

otherwise, that having a clear understanding of the Functionings is a great help for 

the people who turn to us. This is because, understanding how the Functions of the 

Self are organized (and also the imbalances and disorders they can produce) they 

quickly acquire, or improve what is defined as meta-cognition in clinical psychology, 

and awareness in sport psychology. We would like to underline this last term inviting 

you to memorize it, because we will come across it again later on as one of the 

principal objectives in working with a sportsperson, to create a suitable state to 

improve the athlete’s sense of efficacy and, consequently, their chance of achieving 

a better performance. 

So, what is our Self made up of? 

Meanwhile, let’s look at it represented in the following figure 2 

 

Fig. 2 Functional Diagram of the Self 
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“The Self, therefore, can be seen as the organization of all the Functions of the 

human organism, of all their planes and all possible levels of functioning: memories, 

the symbolic, fantasies, images, time, reasoning; but also emotions; and also 

movements, postures, the shape of the body; and also sensations, muscular tension, 

the respiratory system; and again the neurological system, the neurovegetative 

system, the immune system. [….] the Functions together with many others are part 

of a broader and more complex system that is not limited only to “mental”. On the 

other hand, the Functions are not parts, pieces of the organism; taking them into 

consideration one does not risk fragmenting the unity of the person once again, 

since it is the entire unity and globality of the Self that expresses itself and reveals 

itself each time in all its various Functions.” (Rispoli L., 2015, Le Esperienze di Base 

e sviluppo del Sè, Franco Angeli, Milano, p. 38) 

So, we can confirm that the Functions are not parts of the Self, but it is the Self that 

is expressed through its various Functions.  

Returning to Figure 2, we can observe those which in Functional Psychology are 

defined as the Functional Planes: the Cognitive-symbolic plane, the Emotional one, 

the Postural-muscular one, and the Physiological plane. 

The four functioning planes are interconnected with each other and are activated at 

the same time during the Human Activities that we carry out. 

At the beginning of life, we have an original integration of the Self and its planes of 

functions which, however, in the course of development can become disconnected 

and lead to dysfunction, upsets, or the inability to use all our resources within any 

kind of performance.  

 

1.1 The need for an integrated perspective in Sport Psychology: present limits 

and the integrated scientific vision of Functional Psychology  

 

This introduces us to the topic of how much current Sports Psychology is in need of, 

in my opinion, an epistemological leap that opens onto a view that considers the 

athlete as an integrated organism, which needs specific training that balances, 
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strengthens and develops harmoniously all four planes of the self in order to really 

increase its own potential. We will see more specifically a little later. 

The Fundamental Functionings of the Personality 

 

The other concept of primary importance in Functional Psychology that gives us a 

clear idea of how we are made, is that of the Fundamental Functionings of the 

Personality. In schools, the idea of educating the person is completely absent, that 

ranges from affectivity, to understanding how a person functions, to “instructions for 

use” of emotions. In television, one is more likely to see someone who reads a 

horoscope, totally eliminating subjectivity, personal experiences and the complexity 

of the human organism and the stereotype still prevails in books or films that 

psychology is equivalent to psychoanalysis and the intervention of the psychologist 

is just “a very long journey into words within us”. From this lack of culture and 

serious, precise scientific information, most people use only behavior, cognitive 

evaluation (consisting for the most part of prejudices) and the verbalizations of 

others (and their own) to explain the reasons for the things we do and experience. 

These elements give only a superficial evaluation of the person (I emphasize 

evaluation and not explanation). 

Our thoughts, the attitudes we hold toward the world, our mental framework, 

behavior, are just epiphenomena.   

Functional Psychology has delineated over the years a series of fundamental 

Functionings that are at the root of our thoughts and behaviors, as well as our limits 

and strengths. 

The fundamental Functionings identified are about twenty in number (with a whole 

range of shades between). I will give a practical example that touches on a very 

important topic in sport: self-esteem. 

When we hear about self-esteem, belief in one-self, motivation, the trust we should 

have in ourselves, we refer to the Functioning of Consistency. Consistency is the 

internal experience, deep, real and not imagined, of our value, our ability, that we are 

of value and important. Taking the words of Rispoli “Consistency can be defined also 

as solidity: a person with a strong base, who does not allow themselves to be moved 

easily from decisions they have taken, who has a notable influence on others.” 



Sport and Functional Psychology: creation of a functional protocol for the sportsperson 
 Dr. Lorenzo Baldassarri 

  11 

(Rispoli L., 2015, Le Esperienze di Base e sviluppo del Sè, Franco Angeli, Milano, p. 

159). 

One of the nuances of Consistency is Security, which “when it is not arrogance, is 

the pleasant sensation of having made good choices, to have acquired a knowledge 

appropriate to the question, to have seen clearly. We are not dealing with a 

categorical certainty of not being wrong. On the contrary: those who have a passable 

Security know very well that they can easily make a mistake; but they also know that 

it is not a tragedy to be wrong, that you can always put things right or turn back, and 

anyway that making mistakes is fundamental to learning” (Rispoli L., 2015, Le 

Esperienze di Base e sviluppo del Sè, Franco Angeli, Milano, p. 159). 

It is clear how much a sporting result can be influenced if the Consistency of our 

athlete is dysfunctional; or how a sportsperson can approach a performance if their 

Consistency is present and strong. 

But how does one develop the personality? 

Evolutionary Theory is one of the Principles of Modern Functionalism, with roots in 

other disciplines beyond Psychology. I will not dwell much on it here, but for those 

who want to learn more, we recommend reading “Il Manifesto del Funzionamento 

Moderno”, Rispoli L., 2014, and also from Rispoli “Le Esperienze di Base e sviluppo 

del Sè”, Rispoli L., 2015. 

What we are interested in knowing now, in the light of the sportspeople with whom, 

ideally, we will work, is that our personality or more correctly, the Self, develops 

predominantly from intrauterine life to early adulthood (18, 19, 20 years, obviously 

there is no definite time limit, we are talking about people not cars) including 

fundamental moments such as childhood and adolescence. 

It is formed by passing through over and again, hopefully in a positive way, what 

Rispoli defined as the Basic Experiences of the Self, “they are those experiences 

that assume a defining importance in the development of a child, those experiences 

that, if experienced fully and positively many times, with help from the parents and 

the surrounding environment, become real and stable abilities in the life of each 

individual.” From perinatal life to adulthood, the way in which we have lived through 

the Basic Experiences of the Self establishes our positive resources or our limits and 



Sport and Functional Psychology: creation of a functional protocol for the sportsperson 
 Dr. Lorenzo Baldassarri 

  12 

disorders. We can, therefore, confirm that the Basic Experiences of the Self (which 

for convention in the rest of the thesis we write as BES) are the foundation stones of 

our life, for good or bad. 

To be specific, in the language of Functional Psychology, in childhood and 

adolescence they are called Basic Experiences of the Self, while in adulthood they 

are the fundamental Functionings of the Personality, the difference being that 

Experiences are evolving and strengthen or alter during development, while the 

Functions are a result of this development and change only through targeted work. 

What interests us, then, as a theoretical concept (and, as we will see, a practical one 

in intervention) which can be of help in Sport Psychology is to identify the way in 

which the fundamental Functionings influence sport. 

I can explain myself better by going back to the previous example of Consistency. 

During our infancy and adolescence, the Basic Experience of the Self of Consistency 

is lived primarily in relation to our parents and environment. If this Experience is lived 

in a positive and complete way, I arrive at adulthood having an open and solid 

Functioning of Consistency that makes me secure in myself and my abilities and not 

beaten down by frustration. If, on the other hand, it is lived negatively, it can alter or 

close. In this second case, my adult Fundamental Functioning leads me, for 

example, to a lack of self-esteem and belief in my abilities, undervaluing myself 

continuously, and becoming overly depressed in cases where I fail, possibly leading 

me to abandon my career and the sport I love, or to lack the motivation and 

enthusiasm necessary to achieve results. 

From this one can clearly deduce that personal growth, the development of one’s 

own abilities and the improvement of performance must come from a more 

structured and scientific work, a training, that leads to stability in the improvements 

over time rather than a simple motivational work or mental coaching. And this does 

not mean that athletes should do psychotherapy. We will see how in the following 

chapters. 

We can now consider the complete list of Fundamental Functions of the Personality 

after which we will go more deeply into those that are specific to the sports context. 
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NEW LIST OF BES 2011 

LET GO  

Let Go loosen up, daydream 

Trust trust in (someone), confidence 

  

HOLD ON 
Be held 

Contents, stop 

Be taken  

Be led guided 

Be protected  

  

BE CONSIDERED  

Be seen heard, understood 

Be valued appreciated  

  

CALM  

Calm tranquility 

Wait patience 

Stay laze  

  

CONTROL  

Concentrate attention 

Gentle attention  

Relax control loosen up, lose yourself 

Lose control explosions, transgress, collapse 
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SENSATIONS  

Sensations feel, know oneself 

Perceive perceive the other, reality, broad 
understanding or focused  

Wonder marvel 

  

CONTACT  

Contact closeness, blending, empathy 

  

RECEPTIVE CONTACT  

Be nourished receive, absorb 

Ask  

  

ACTIVE CONTACT  

Take seduce, bring the other to you 

Hold the other  

Change the other move, transform 

Give embrace, give 

  

LOVE  

Be loved bring within 

Love bring within, give yourself, belong to 
another 

Positive continuity Memories, positive outlook 

Love yourself Give to yourself, like, console yourself, 
sort yourself out 
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TENDERNESS  

Tenderness sweetness, softness 

Surrender accept, tolerate 

Need for the other fragility 

  

SHARING  

Open yourself talk about yourself 

Share coinvolve, exchange 

Alliance To bring someone to your side 

Please the other reveal, improve yourself for the other 

  

VITALITY  

Joy jump, leap 

Vitality get going, energy, passion 

Play sense of humor 

Dare go beyond 

  

CREATIVITY  

Creativity Imagination 

Taste for beauty  

  

PLEASURE  

Pleasure excitement, enjoying things 

Desire  

Pleasure of the other take pleasure in the other 
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Wellness harmony, wholeness, flow downward, 
vagotonic state 

  

STRENGTH  

Original strength detach yourself, make space for yourself 

Soft strength  

Calm strength deal with, confront, power 

Open strength throw away 

  

AGGRESSION   

Affectionate aggression playfulness 

Aggression self-defense, attack 

  

CONSISTENCY  

Presence visibility, expand 

Consistency having importance, self-confidence, 
pride, value oneself 

  

CONFIRMATION  

Assertiveness confidence in one’s own ideas, stand out 

Determination tenacity, seeing it through to the end 

Choose decide 

  

SELF-AFFIRMATION  

Self-affirmation  

Planning to make dreams reality 

Fulfillment satisfaction 
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Compete desire to win 

  

AUTONOMY  

Oppose refuse 

Separate oneself detachment  

Autonomy self-sufficiency, independence 

  

NEGATIVITY  

Rage  

Hate meanness 

 

 

 

(Rispoli L., Manuale delle Tecnighe Funzionali, Edizioni S.E.F., 2011, First Volume, 

pp. 14 -15). 
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2 The meeting between Functional Psychology and the sports 

environment 
 

We can define the theoretical model of Functional Psychology, in the broad context 

of psychological paradigms, as quite “young”. This means a lot, both in a negative 

sense and a positive one. In a negative one because, over the years, it has not yet 

had the opportunity to experiment in all the applied fields of psychology. It means, 

also, that in some way it should replace models or practices that, with more or less 

merit, are already consolidated. The positive side, however, is precisely those areas 

where Functional Psychology has sunk its own illustrious roots with great success, 

such as: Clinical Psychology, Developmental Psychology, the thirty-year-old studies 

on stress, education, Psychology of Work and Organizations, and psychotherapy. 

Entering the heart of what was the path that led me to writing this thesis and to the 

premise made earlier at the beginning of this chapter, I must admit that at first it was 

not at all easy to get through the psychological concepts and above all to make 

understood the complexity and multidimensionality of a human being. I experienced 

intensely the concept that Jean Piaget encapsulated in his beautiful words that gives 

me pleasure to quote here, that is: “unfortunately for the psychologist, everyone 

thinks they are a psychologist” (Butterworth G., Harris M., Fondamenti di Psicologia 

dello Sviluppo, Psychology Press, 1998). 

Thanks to a recommendation from a dear friend and colleague, who knew my past in 

sport as footballer, coach, educational manager of an amateur football club and 

general enthusiast, I came in contact with an international center of sports medicine 

in which, in addition to the classic medical and physiotherapeutic activities, 

undertook physical and mental preparation (even if this was very undeveloped and 

not structured as it should be) for professional sportspeople, mainly racing drivers. 

This center was founded about twenty years ago by a physician, who was the owner 

and medical director, who had specialized in sports medicine and had always 

worked as a doctor in Formula 1, following the most important teams and drivers of 

the last two decades.  

I replaced another psychologist who, after a few years of work at this center, had left. 
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The first impact was of huge enthusiasm, finding myself in a modern center, large 

and visually pleasing, fitted out with a lot of equipment that could implement serious 

mental training. Machines for biofeedback, to measure physiologic parameters and 

heart rate variability as R-R intervals, consoles and software for neuro-feedback 

exercises and to improve certain cognitive abilities, mindbands to measure 

concentration levels, driving simulators to which physiologic monitoring could be 

applied, proprioceptive boards, fitlights for mind-body work, and even the possibility 

of electroencephalogram monitoring. 

In addition, the underlying attitudes and vision, that I had an opportunity to discover 

in the initial ‘getting to know you’ interviews, all went in a good direction: great 

importance was given to the mental aspect and preparation of the athletes, an 

integrated view of the work, objectives in common, exchange of information, 

reciprocal support between the three main areas of work: medical, mental and 

athletic. 

 

2.1 The context of intervention: the battle against stereotypes, the conceptual 

difficulties and the acquisition of the Functional model  

 

What was missing in the main, however, was an underlying psychological culture 

based on a model or theory, and not just on personal experience or beliefs, or on 

minimal, or worse, unscientific reading. The training that was applied were not 

protocols with a precise and well-delineated program of change; the objectives were 

definitely correct, but a bit haphazard. The method with which they tried to reach 

them was drawn from suggestions derived from a knowledge of psychiatry and not 

psychology, or from personal common sense, correct, fortunately, but obviously 

limited and limiting. 

Let’s take a few examples. Certainly, the ability to relax, therefore the Calm Function 

and the capacity to Let Go, for Functionalism, or improvement of reaction times or 

concentration, are important factors in an athlete who wants to improve their 

performance. 
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If we use breathing to work on Calm and give the athlete a key as to how to relax or 

manage a state of exaggerated pre-race excitement, we need to know all the types 

of breathing that exist, the alterations that the breath, depending on lived 

experiences, can present, and what it really means to relax from the point of view of 

the Self as an Integrated System. If the mental trainer (psychologist) has this type of 

knowledge they can apply a type of breathing where there is no sort of control over it 

(if not it is easy to understand that some sort of activation will always remain, such 

as in the practice of yoga or progressive relaxation) and consequently, allow the 

athlete to reach a true and profound relaxed state. 

When I entered the sports center two respiratory techniques were used, called 

“round” and “square” and the relaxation was measured via the athlete’s heart rate. 

The “square” aimed at relaxation that induced a sort of apnea, and consequently 

(and obviously if there was sufficient time) there was a lowering of the heart rate but 

not a true and deep relaxation. The “round” was a breathing similar to autogenic 

training - inhalation through the nose and exhalation by mouth - that however, given 

that it needed a very specific explanation to the sportsperson on how to do it, 

required a level of cognitive activation to execute the task correctly. Furthermore, 

they were applied in succession, with each one lasting about ten minutes. 

Reading this now, and when I saw it first-hand, a very precise thought and sensation 

springs to mind: the determined objective is right (the ability to relax) the method to 

reach it is unprofitable (very) and lacks an underlying scientific theory and not just 

common sense, that explains what it is, how one reaches it and what effects on the 

system they should have, when we relax deeply. 

That is when we work on Letting Go and Calm Functioning. 

Just one Function of the Self is not enough, that the heart rate lowers, to say that a 

person is relaxed; all four planes of the Self need to converge in the same direction: 

the emotional with calm and tranquility, the postural musculature with softness, 

easing of tension and the posture, the physiological towards a deep vagotonic state 

and the cognitive must be able to stop or slow down the thoughts. 

Let’s take now the training of concentration, a topic dear to all sportspeople. A 

stereotype which I found myself having to fight against continuously in the first 

meetings with athletes of any discipline (where 98% in anamnesis claim to have 
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problems with concentration) is that concentration should be “really high” and used 

at its maximum during the whole period of the performance, independently of its 

duration and type. By now, the information coming from neurology tells us that the 

brain does not have the capacity to maintain intense attention or use maximal 

concentration for too long a period (Kahneman D., Attention and Effort, Englewood 

Cliffs, NJ Prentice-Hall, 1973). Also, knowledge from psychology tells us something 

extremely interesting and little known at a general level, that our ability to use 

concentration at its maximum is closely connected to our opposite capacity, in other 

words, that of relaxing deeply. In Functionalism we speak about Polarity, how it is 

evident in the fundamental Functioning of Control, Concentration represents a pole. 

Having said this, I found myself facing just one type of training implemented to 

improve the cognitive Function, that is a continuous repetition (that is, without giving 

the minimum indication of what concentration is or how to use it) of an exercise that 

encourages activation of maximum concentration. This was carried out through 

neurofeedback across a special band that picked up brain waves. Within 5 minutes, 

which was the duration of the task, the athlete had to reach the maximum score, 

calculated on a scale from ‘unclassified’ to ‘optimal’. The more they were able to 

concentrate to the maximum, the more points they got. 

Perpetual repetition of an exercise is not enough to improve and, more importantly, 

to learn to use concentration. As Functional Psychology tells us, we have two 

polarities as regards this Function (as with all the others) maximum concentration – 

soft attention. “The two extremes are indeed only apparently in opposition. Actually, 

the more one is able to let go, the more one can concentrate efficiently; and vice 

versa, the greater the capacity to control (a real control) the easier it is to undergo a 

deep and healthy Training. In other words, we can think of a form of attention that is 

not spasmodic, hard, exhausting: a so-called soft Attention.” (Rispoli L., 2015, Le 

Esperienze di Base e sviluppo del Sè, Franco Angeli, Milano, p. 148). Therefore, 

athletes should be trained to reach three objectives if they really want to improve this 

ability: get them to use their maximal concentration, to be able to alternate it rapidly 

with soft attention and analyze and understand which are the moments during their 

performance to go to one polarity or its opposite.  

From these two examples which are not by any means random (because we will see 

later on how important it is for an athlete to have the ability to relax and learn to use 
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attention), it will prove to be very clear how much a substantial, solid and scientific 

basic theory is needed to build not only training efficacy, but also a real and proper 

process of improvement in the athlete. 

 

2.2 Formula Medicines: scientific research and the concept of ‘Mental 

Economy’ 

 

The center for sports medicine and training with which I collaborated during these 

years carried the name “Formula Medicine” and is situated in Versilia. It is an 

establishment which followed the cardinal principals of its founder, research and 

technology. He had carried out studies and research in motor sports, primarily 

Formula 1, that had been published in numerous scientific publications over the 

years (I direct you to have a look at this link 

http://www.formulamedicine.com/pubblicazioniscientifiche/ ). The main scientific 

research, produced in collaboration with CNR in Pisa, involved twelve of the 

foremost Formula 1 drivers during that period (among them Michael Schumacher) 

who over the span of a few months submitted to the experiment reporting directly to 

the CNR in Pisa. The control group were composed of young students in the Faculty 

of Medicine. Both were submitted to various mental tests (that stimulate abilities 

such as reaction times, concentration, memory, visual-spatial ability and visual 

coordination). The tests were conducted in an MRI scanner and followed by special 

fiber optic pulses, created especially for use in carrying out the tasks lying down 

within the scanner. 

In the world of car racing, a myth is going around that the brain of a Formula 1 driver 

has characteristics of a “superman” with talents beyond those of ordinary people. 

Obviously, the prejudices that have led to this stereotype are derived from the 

emotional impact of the average spectator and fan watching the dynamics of this 

particular sport: high speed, risking life and limb, courage, the purest essence of 

competition, enormous financial interests, fame and glory. 

This research demolishes completely this stereotype of the “super brain” of a driver 

who performs at levels unthinkable for others.The results demonstrated that from a 

structural viewpoint there is no difference between the brain of a top-level driver and 

http://www.formulamedicine.com/pubblicazioniscientifiche/
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that of a student, but above all there is no difference in performance! The results in 

terms of test points were practically identical! For example, in the test of reaction 

times, the average response time to a stimulus was 0.3 milliseconds for the drivers 

and 0.4 for the future doctors. 

The difference, which was seen thanks to the MRI (Magnetic Resonance Imaging), is 

that drivers use their brains in a different way, a way which could be defined as more 

“economic”. This means that in the many years of competitive sport, to arrive at the 

top level, the brain has optimized its resources and modelled its ability automatically, 

to function at the maximum consuming the minimum amount of energy. 

I will not elaborate here on the neurologic evidence or the specific results, as the 

objective that I intend to reach in recounting this important research is to show the 

seriousness and the scientific nature of the context in which the Functional Protocol 

of the sportsperson was created. 

From the success of this experiment, the term “Mental Economy” was coined, which 

indicates the optimization of all the mental resources  

of an athlete to achieve results and improve their own efficiency. As a result of this, 

Mental Training was invented to achieve this economy that I have recounted in the 

previous paragraph. 
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3. A deep, objectifiable study of the sportsperson 
 

One of the difficulties that Psychology and Psychotherapy have always had, and any 

other practice that is defined by development and growth of the person, is that of 

measurement of change, the result and efficacy. 

Certainly, the more we can give objective evidence of changes the more an 

intervention will be understood and accepted. But we can also confirm that 

empiricism counts, and that a perfect measurement of the Integrated System of the 

Self is impossible. The most desirable situation is an intertwining of both aspects, 

where the subjective experience of change is supported by data and the data, in 

their turn, confirm and support that which the person feels and lives, the famous 

psychological evidence base. 

The research and development work that we have carried out in athletes in these 

years, my own and with the precious assistance of my colleagues, had exactly this 

setting as described above, subjectivity and objectivity that went hand-in-hand 

empowering each other. This was possible because within the medical center, as 

described earlier, the equipment allowed objective measurements of the athletes. 

This measurement was carried out using physiologic and bodily parameters 

(biofeedback, heart rate, RR variability) and cognitive measurement by specific 

instruments and tests (such as concentration or cognitive Functions which we will 

describe later) that allowed objectification of the changes and improvements. The 

other analytical parameter was an investigation of the Self, according to the 

Functional model, that allowed the subjective analysis of each sportsperson 

independently of the discipline practiced. 

 

 3.1 Psycho-physiological measurement and evaluation of the sportsperson’s 

Self 

The evolution of Functional Theory over the years has led to a discussion of an 

extremely important concept, that of Integrated Systems. It is essential to 

acknowledge it, without going too far into details, to understand why it is possible to 

have an objective confirmation of the fundamental Functionings of the Personality 
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and therefore of their positive modification within therapeutic work or of their 

integrated development and empowerment of the person. If we want to look at it from 

a clinical point of view, to clarify the concept of the Integrated System, we can say 

that “what gets sick is not the body or that organ or the mind, it’s the entire organism 

that gets sick. Nowadays it is increasingly clear that there are no ailments that are 

solely psychic or solely somatic, neither can we say anymore that somatic ailments 

are reflections of psychic problems and conflicts. More and more we talk about 

Integrated Systems” (Rispoli L., 2014, Il Manifesto del Funzionalismo Moderno, p. 

37) 

Yet again we find ourselves very clearly obliged to face the task of overcoming 

theoretical views that divide up and evaluate the person by diagnostic categories, 

identifying the person only by symptoms or problems. 

All of this is very pertinent and important also if we analyze it within the sports 

context. 

The person that we find in front of us, even if they do not display problems or evident 

clinical symptoms (even if at times it happens, but it is a small percentage at least 

from my own experience), is an Integrated System, made of emotions, cognition, 

motivation, determination, physiologic activation and deactivation (Sympathetic and 

Parasympathetic Systems), pain, reflection, concentration and so on. At this point it 

is evident how limited work on solely improving motivation of the sportsperson is 

(which in my opinion, if it is low, means that there is an underlying problem deeper in 

the Consistency!) or how useless it is to propose muscle tension training as an 

objective, without evaluating the proprioceptive capacity (Sensations and 

Perceptions) of the athlete that allow them to Feel their own body in a way that is 

appropriate and aware. 

Now we can visualize a hypothetic athlete in front of us as an Integrated System and 

not a vase to fill with motivations and positive thoughts. We can also ask ourselves 

how it is possible to “measure/evaluate” this Integrated System.The answer is: 

through an attentive collection of psycho-physiological data added to the Functional 

evaluation of the athlete’s Self. This is what I have done in these years together with 

colleagues involved in this project, with many professional athletes, from adolescents 

at their debut to those at the apex of their careers such as Olympic sportspeople, 
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Formula 1 drivers or footballers in Serie A. The context in which I find myself working 

has furnished me with the first part, in other words the equipment to collect 

physiological data, while I brought the model and the Functional vision which was the 

magnifying glass for deep analysis of the athlete. 

 

 3.2 The instrumentation already extant and the introduction of Functional 

measurement tools  

 

One of the important founding concepts of the working philosophy at the center for 

training sportspeople was that of objectification. Over the years they collected a 

series of instruments to give a numeric value, therefore a result, that demonstrated 

the improvements obtained through mental training. From my point of view, I fully 

approve of using numbers to confirm the research, but always taking into account 

that they are an indicative mirror of the work carried out (not the factor of change!) 

and above all remembering the subjectivity of each of us. Obviously, true 

instrumental research was not instituted, but the large amount of data reported in the 

application of the Functional Protocol on many athletes confirmed the integrity of the 

treatment. 

The instrumentation was used both in the training phase and in the diagnostic and 

anamnestic phases. The objective was to have a profile not only of the personality of 

the athlete, but also of their physiologic Functions (contextualized and of interest in 

the mental training by the Protocol) and their underlying abilities (for example, 

concentration, reaction times, or coordination). Here I will limit myself to listing and 

describing all of the equipment. To understand more deeply their practical use, 

depending on whether we find ourselves in a diagnostic phase or in one of 

intervention, I direct you to the correlative thesis of my colleague Dr. Elena Sgherri. 

The main instruments that were used in training sportspeople with our Functional 

Protocol are: 
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Elemaya Software 

Tools developed by Mr. Giroldini, computer scientist and software implementer at 

Elemaya, including: 

- Visual Energy Tester (figure 3): a multifunctional tool for biofeedback that is 

capable of recording and analyzing psychophysiological data. Equipped with four 

EEG (electro-encephalographic) channels, two EMG (electromyographic) channels, 

one Skin Resistance (GSR) channel, one Heart Rate channel 

(photoplethysmography), a peripheral temperature channel and can also use a 

Breathing Band. In addition, it is possible to carry out the “Biostress” test with this 

machine, to measure the physiological reaction of the body when subjected to a 

state of stress. 

 

Fig. 3 used for measuring an athlete’s physiological reactions under stress for 

biofeedback training (www.elemaya.it) 

 

- Psyco Tester B106 (figure 4): equipped with 8 channels to gather data, capable of 

recording cerebral activity, muscular activity, heart rate, skin resistance, peripheral 

temperature. 

This instrument is used to evaluate variability in the heart rate RR at rest (in other 

words, in the morning before the athlete has undergone any training that could 

modify their physiological state) and before and after Functional treatments. 

 

http://www.elemaya.it/


Sport and Functional Psychology: creation of a functional protocol for the sportsperson 
 Dr. Lorenzo Baldassarri 

  28 

 

Fig. 4 instrument used for measuring Heart Rate Variability pre- and post- Functional 

treatment (www.elemaya.it)  

 

Software NeuroSky Mindband 

- MindWave: a special electroencephalographic band that measures cerebral Delta, 

Theta, Alfa, Beta and Gamma waves. In this case, the waves of interest are Alfa, 

Beta and Gamma, those related to a state of deactivation/relaxation, mental 

activation and/or a strong state of tension. In the following figures (5,6,7) we can 

observe the instrument and its graphic representation on the computer. Within out 

mental training, it is used to measure and train the abilities to concentrate and relax, 

both singly and in training the athlete to pass rapidly from one state to the other. 

 

Fig. 5 an old model of the soft band 

  

http://www.elemaya.it/
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Fig. 6 new model of the rigid band 

 

Fig. 7 graphic of the software that allows visualization of the state of attention and 

meditation 
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Polar Heart Rate Monitor  

The heart rate monitor (figures 8 and 9) allows measurement of the athlete’s heart 

rate in real time. Within the context of the Functional Protocol the heart rate monitor 

is needed by the operator in order to have a constant link to the state of activation or 

deactivation of the sportsperson (knowing full well that a single body parameter 

cannot be complete, but as a way to give a reference to the athlete it is optimal). 

 

Fig. 8 the Polar band 

 

Fig. 9 Polar band and watch 
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Balance board 

The computerized balance board, visible in figure 10, is a tool used in our case to 

achieve various objectives, among which: improve coordination, increase the 

capacity to manage muscular tension, work on Sensation Functioning (it is very 

important for a sportsperson to Feel their own body and Perceive the surrounding 

world to speed up decision-making ability). 

 

Fig. 10 Computerized balance board 

 

Functional Evaluation Cards were added to the equipment described above along 

with the M.S.P Test for an integrated measurement of stress, the Functional 

Techniques (that are described in the next chapter), the Diagram of the Self and the 

Therapeutic Plan. 

Regarding the Functional Evaluation Cards, they were used mainly for adults where 

certain items of specific interest were chosen for evaluation in the athlete. 

Remembering that, “All items being observed for Functioning, must be helped by the 

therapist who acts as the Auxiliary Self to see if the person reaches that functioning, 

and not to make the mistake of evaluating instead only the subject’s ability to 

understand verbal instructions” (Rispoli L., Scheda Valutazione Adulti, 2011, p. 1) 

the following items were chosen: BES Loss of Control (item 1) regarding Cognitive-

Symbolic, BES Anger (Item 6) regarding the Emotions, BES Softness (Posture and 

Movement and Muscular Tension Functions, item 7), BES flowing downwards 
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(wellness, harmony item 8) and BES Calm Strength (item 10) regarding Movement-

Posture, finally, BES Letting Go (Muscle Tone Function, item 11), BES Feeling (Pain 

Threshold, item 12), BES Wellbeing-Calm (Breathing Type, item 14), BES Let Go 

(Breathing and Muscular Tone and Control, item 15), BES Wellness-Calm (deep 

state of wellbeing, Neurovegetative Function, Muscular Tone, Control, item 16). 

“The M.S.P is a multidimensional modality of “measurement” of stress that uses both 

a self-report questionnaire (the translation and adaptation of the test Mesure du 

Stress Psychologique di Tessier e collaborator, dell’Università del Quebec), and a 

series of observation grids to survey externally various aspects among which 

breathing, posture, movement and tone of voice” (Di Nuovo S., Rispoli L., Genta E., 

Misurare lo Stress, Franco Angeli, Milan, 2012). The test, due to its composition, 

proved to be very useful and suitable for a sports context. This is because at first 

athletes are somewhat resistant (except in a few cases) to any type of psychological 

investigation. However, this test was accepted more easily and with curiosity being 

very centered on the body and physiological aspect of the personal level of stress (or 

anxiety where in this case the S.T.A.I test was associated with it). Looking at it from 

the psychologist’s point of view, this test gives very useful indications for the analysis 

of the athlete, outlining precisely on which planes of the Self they are experiencing 

more difficulties or alterations caused by a state of stress.  

An entire paragraph is dedicated to Functional Techniques, number 4.1, given the 

importance and the efficacy obtained through their use in the sports context. I 

emphasize here that the Techniques were essential to build and strengthen the 

foundation of each athlete (rather, his or her fundamental Functioning) on which it 

was then possible to construct all the rest of the mental training.  

The Diagram of the Self and the therapeutic Plan (that I recommend calling 

“intervention” given the reticence in the sports world and the prejudice towards 

everything that is clinical or refers to psychology as an action that digs in an intimate 

way inside the person) were of enormous impact. A result that was fundamental both 

in delineating a clear picture of the athlete’s Self and, consequently, in creating a 

subjective and specific intervention Plan. This allows one to overcome the existing 

limits in many techniques used in Sports Psychology that are applied indiscriminately 
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as to the characteristics of the athlete’s Self (for example, Autogenic Training, 

Progressive Relaxation, Yoga). 

Regarding the Diagram of the Self, what can be called “The Diagram of the 

Sportsperson’s Self” was constructed through the constant work and collaboration 

with my colleagues (which I was able to bring into the center after a year and a half 

from when I started there) Erika Betti, Jacopo Chincoli and Elena Sgherri. 

I refer you to Dr. Sgherri’s thesis. 

Using this tool in the diagnostic phase of the sportsperson has proved itself 

innovative, useful and effective. It clarifies which are the Functioning Planes of an 

athlete and therefore overcomes the limited vision brought about by the mental 

training already in existence. 

Once the complete evaluation of our hypothetical athlete has been completed, we 

can draw up the intervention Plan, which as we well know is a fundamental tool for 

the Functional therapist in delineating and directing the therapy. In our Functional 

Protocol for the Sportsperson the Plan of intervention recalculates the therapeutic 

one, tracing those fundamental Functions of the Personality that require a targeted 

intervention, but adding to it a series of trainings that complete the skeleton of our 

“Functional mental training”. 
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4 Functionings of the Personality in sport 

 

One of the most important cornerstones of Neo-Functionalism, both in Theory and in 

therapeutic practice, as we have said previously, is that of being a “new paradigm 

that allows one to go beyond the partiality of the various psychotherapeutic 

approaches” (Rispoli L., 2015, Le Esperienze di Base e sviluppo del Sè, Franco 

Angeli, Milano, p. 38). In Sports Psychology, this means going beyond the training 

and methodologies that work on athletes in a fragmented way, that are aimed at 

purely behavioral changes, or cognitive aspects. These developmental modalities of 

an athlete may show themselves to be useful in certain cases but can never go 

deeply, to have a real and stable effect of change in the person’s abilities. To obtain 

this, it is only possible if work on the fundamental Functionings of the Personality is 

carried out, as we have seen previously in their general list, and which we now 

analyze from a sports perspective. Picking up from the theorizing of Luciano Rispoli, 

demonstrated at the Rome Convention in 2006 and revisited up to 2012 

(bibliography in SEF, 2008-2012), we can find a key to reading sport and its 

Fundamental Functionings. The first important concept is that the Functionings have 

precise and well described characteristics, and this leads to a theoretical clarity (and 

practice when we go to intervene with them) on how they should be in an ideal 

condition and how they are in the specific case we find ourselves treating. The 

Functionings form themselves by previously passing through the BES, and each 

Functioning expresses itself through a configuration of the Functions in a circular and 

integrated model. The Functions of the Self, in their turn, have very precise 

characteristics. Knowing them means being able to go to work in an almost surgical 

way on the athlete, reaching and honing even a single Function in micro and 

consequently producing improvements and optimizations in the macro (that is within 

the general objectives of a mental training. For example, if we take the ability to 

relax, to improve it through a Functional intervention I do not use a general technique 

but work instead on each single Function that contributes to producing a deep state 

of Calm in the organism, as with Breathing, Vagotonic State and Muscle Tone). 

The first characteristic that distinguishes the Functions is the trend of the range. “The 

Functions have a trend that alternates between two polar opposites […] that allow a 

person to have at hand every single range of movement, of emotions, strength, 
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posture, physiological equilibrium, symbolic values: small movements-big 

movements; sadness-joy; control-loss of control. The more complete and intact the 

ranges available to the individual, the more potential one has in life.” (Rispoli L., 

2015, Le Esperienze di Base e sviluppo del Sè, Franco Angeli, Milano, p 59). The 

other feature is amplitude: in other words, the amplitude of the range between one 

polarity of the Functions and another. After which we have the modularity. 

“Modularity consists of the ability of a person to pass from one pole to another of a 

polarity, several times, in a continuous way, gently and softly” (Rispoli L., 2015, Le 

Esperienze di Base e sviluppo del Sè, Franco Angeli, Milano, p 60). Finally, we find 

mobility, that is the ability to pass rapidly from one pole to another “the ability to 

reopen oneself easily after a closure when the conditions that determined it are 

dissolved; to “let go” when it is no longer necessary to hold on; to not stay angry too 

long” (Rispoli L., 2015, Le Esperienze di Base e sviluppo del Sè, Franco Angeli, 

Milano, p 61). 

Before entering into the analysis of the fundamental Functions tied to sport, we 

cannot forget an acknowledgement to movement and the concept of peripheral body 

memory. 

Within the world of sport, the body is almost totally, and obviously, centered on 

athletic preparation or physiotherapy and hardly used as a source of improvement 

and development of abilities connected to what is considered the “mental” sphere. 

A mind-body model such as Functionalism, can bring a real revolution to the context 

of mental training and sports preparation due to its theory of motor development, the 

Integrated Theory of Movement, and capacity for multidimensional work on the 

whole organism and not solely on “mind-body connections”. 

During the phases of development, a child lives the BES with all its Self and one can 

find the traces of these Experiences not only in the emotions or memories, but also 

in movement. Also, the latter can become distorted. 

• Blocked movements of the adult (not acceptable): hypotrophic or absent 

• Movements exaggerated by the environment: hypotrophic or absent (for 

juxtaposition) 
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• Instinctive Movements originating for relief: intensified (because no long 

efficacious), habitual, sclerotic 

• Restrained movements: just a hint, or they explode but without their full 

significance, tick 

• Sudden idiosyncratic movements: often unaware, they speak to us about our 

moods 

(Rispoli L., Lo sport e i suoi Funzionamenti di fondo, 2008-2012) 

We can understand, therefore, the importance of an evaluation and a specific 

intervention also of an athlete’s movements.  

The other important concept that can enrich the world of mind-body sports 

preparation is that of peripheral body memory. 

“[…] among the many contributions that the study of the body has given 

psychotherapy, one of the most important was the discovery of a real body memory, 

or better a complex and well-structured peripheral memory, that has its own life, 

often independent of the central memory” (Rispoli L., 2015, Le Esperienze di Base e 

sviluppo del Sè, Franco Angeli, Milano, p 44). We can find permanent traces in this 

memory in those Functions which were identified as components of the peripheral 

memory: 

• Breathing 

• Base Muscle Tone 

• Muscle Form 

• Muscle Structure  

• Posture 

• Movements 

• Perceptive threshold 

• Internal Sensations 

(Rispoli L., Lo sport e i suoi Funzionamenti di fondo, 2008-2012) 
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From this list, we can also deduce, as previously for movements, how much one can 

increase the possibility for an athlete to extend their performance, if guided internally 

by a profound and scientific multidimensional intervention. 

Now we can analyze specifically which are the fundamental Functionings that sport 

activity summons up in a specific way. 

Let’s start with observing what influences sport: 

Wellbeing – during and after the performance 

Sensations – feel and perceive more 

Vitality – joy, energy, impulse 

Strength – that continues to develop 

Valorization – appreciated for the effort more than for the results 

Consistency – pride, value oneself in the face of new goals 

(Rispoli L., Lo sport e i suoi Funzionamenti di fondo, 2008-2012) 

 

If we reflect for a moment on the list above and we link it to the fact that growth of 

our fundamental Functionings takes place during the age of development, we cannot 

ignore the importance of sport in growth, in the moment in which children start doing 

sport, that is based only on acquisition of technical and competitive qualities. It is 

increasingly evident how necessary is an equally strong attention to the development 

of the personality of the child and not solely their athletic gifts, also because these 

two aspects are very much connected. If the athlete turns out to be lacking in their 

internal abilities or in competitive ones, they will not have the general configuration 

required to obtain the highest performances. Over these years, during our work on 

creating the “Functional Protocol”, I came up against athletes who had arrived at the 

top levels of the sport thanks to their talent, but lacking in, for example, Consistency 

or Wellbeing. 

Going into the specifics of the Functionings, to evaluate how to work on improving 

sports skills, the first distinction that it is possible to make is that between 
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“preparatory skills for performance” and “the skills during the performance” (Rispoli 

L., Lo sport e i suoi Funzionamenti di fondo, 2008-2012). 

We can explain the intervention on the preparatory skills for performance taking a 

parallel from athletic training. If I want to run the New York marathon in a satisfying 

way, finishing and with a good time, I will have to undergo a pre-performance 

preparation to obtain these results. Without doubt, I will gradually increase my 

aerobic capacity, improve my running technique, the ability to manage energy, do 

muscular strengthening, take care of my diet and so on. This concept of preparation 

for a performance can be translated to the fundamental Functionings of the 

Personality. If I want to bring my personality to express its full potential, I will have to 

take on a focused and protracted course over time. 

 

Fundamental Functionings preparatory to a performance 

LETTING GO, WELLBEING – recharge energy for the performance 

Often one finds athletes who get performance anxiety, getting charged up much too 

early before a performance and having difficulty sleeping or insomnia, a state of 

muscle stiffening, anxiety and agitation, negative fantasies etc. All of this leads the 

athlete to wasting a lot of psychic-physical energy before the competition. In addition, 

the ability to Let Go deeply (not during the competition) is that which allows the 

athlete to find maximum concentration during the performance. 

 

CONTROL – loosening up, soft attention to evaluate everything in 360° 

The ability to maintain a soft attention prior to the competition is fundamental, 

whereas going into hypercontrol in the preceding moments risks compromising the 

cognitive analysis and the study of the strategy to apply during the performance. 

 

ACTIVE CONTACT – bring companions and team-mates to oneself  

An extremely important Functioning within the context of group sports, especially for 

athletes who have the role of leader within the group. 
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FEEL, PERCEIVE – to understand how much one can push or at least Feel and 

Perceive what is the state of form, the real level of preparation, the real capacity in 

the moment of one’s athletic life. It is important not to approach the performance with 

expectations that are too high, or on the contrary, ideas that are too negative. 

 

CALM, WAITING – tranquility, patience, to prepare oneself to train and improve. This 

Functioning has a double significance for the sportsperson. The first is to understand 

that the development of our skills, whether physical or mental, to achieve a good 

performance is not magic and cannot happen in a short space of time. Knowing how 

to Wait, collecting small improvements and moving toward small goals is necessary 

in order to avoid frustration and progressively losing motivation. 

 

SHARING – preparing plans together 

The ability to Share is fundamental to be able to fully grasp the advice and support of 

people who work around the athlete.  

 

LOVE – to like, to appreciate oneself, positive continuity 
During preparation for a performance, it is important that the athlete appreciates the 

effort that they are making a feel a Positive Continuity in the process of personal 

change 

 

CALM STRENGTH – face and confront 

It is essential to feel one’s own Calm Strength and the ability to face challenges and 

difficulties not only during the performance, but rather before, because the athlete 

must feel that they can confront the preparatory process of the performance without 

problems. 
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JOY – flashes of impulse that prepare 

This is needed to find a sort of “pleasant activation” pre-performance that does not 

lead to consuming energy. 

 

DARE – going beyond courage 

During the period of personal preparation or in the moments prior to a performance, 

the athlete often finds themselves up against their own limits or their worries. The 

ability to Dare is necessary to go beyond one’s own limits. 

 

DETERMINATION – preparing to reach the desired results 

A fundamental Functioning to reach intermediary goals and the results that an 

athlete predetermines (or that are set by someone who prepares them) during the 

phase preparatory to a performance.  

 

PLAN – how to achieve results 

Knowing how to Plan in order to achieve results is important for an athlete, 

increasing awareness in themselves and in what is right to do to develop their 

talents. 

 

DESIRE – to reach new goals and successes 

An athlete that does not Desire victory and success will never have that propulsive 

interior push that is essential for those who want to obtain a high-level performance 

and therefore have a high motivation during the phase of personal preparation. 

 

CONSISTENCY – certainty in going ahead and not being discouraged 

While preparing for a performance, and also in the preceding days, the sportsperson 

will inevitably have to contend with external difficulties, their own mistakes, a decline 
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in Determination and falling behind in their schedule. A solid Consistency is 

fundamental so as not to be discouraged by setbacks, falls and mistakes. 

 

Fundamental Functionings in Performance 

CONTROLLO – great concentration 

During a performance, finding the maximum concentration is required in order to 

have maximum focus on the objective. It is also true that during a long performance, 

the athlete needs to be able to alternate between maximum concentration and soft 

attention, given that the brain is not capable of maintaining the former for prolonged 

periods of time. To do this, other than training prior to the performance, the 

sportsperson must be able to “read” the moment in the competition where it is 

necessary to raise their concentration or maintain it more softly. 

 

WELLBEING – the system in top form and fully active 

Intense state of body-mind equilibrium which manifests itself in a positive way during 

the performance. 

 

 VITALITY – impulsive energy 

In the Functional sense, energy is considered as a set of “activations” in the person. 

External elements such as the musculature or internal functions like fluids, heat, 

strength, are activated. The physiological side is fundamental in Vitality and Energy. 

It is not only the emotions that transmit Vitality to the athlete but also blood 

circulation, tissue oxygenation, the vegetative system and so on. 

 

BE SEEN – in the performance 

For a sportsperson, having the Functioning “open” is important to manage external 

pressure derived from large stadiums or, an example at younger ages, from the 

presence of one’s parents. 
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SENSATIONS – knowing exactly how much energy and effort one is implementing 

and how much remains 

The ability to Feel during the performance is fundamental for various reasons: 

energy management, to maintain energy throughout the whole performance; injury 

prevention, when the athlete is able to listen to the internal Sensations of fatigue, 

excessive force or too much muscle tension; to know how to Perceive the “machine” 

in a sport where there is an athlete-machine association. 

 

STRENGTH – fully open 

Full and open Strength is necessary for an athlete to demonstrate what they are 

capable of, to achieve a victory, which in the “battle”, the conflict, in competing can 

obtain the hoped-for result.  

 

DARE – go ahead with courage 

Very often in sport, it is necessary to overcome one’s limits to achieve important 

results, to “go beyond”. This ability is given by the Dare Functioning, from the 

courage that an athlete can bring out within the performance in order to obtain often 

unexpected results, breaking personal records or excelling against stronger 

opponents. 

 

PRESENCE – visibility, taking the stage 

The Presence Functioning, in the case of sport, is not connected to outward 

appearance but to something more “intense” that the person is able to convey, the 

way in which they demonstrate that they “are there”. It is essential for a leader, in the 

context of group sports, to influence and direct the relationships of the group. 

 

DETERMINATION – go deep and resist 
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Determination is an almost taken-for-granted Functioning for a sportsperson during 

their performance. It is the ability to go to the very end of one’s objectives, to 

complete the performance in the best way, to overcome set goals. 

  

COMPETE – desire to win 

If an athlete lacks Competition during their performance, the deep desire to excel in 

the contest, they will miss a fundamental Functioning with the risk of losing 

motivation, the will to struggle and suffer, and even losing interest in their sport. 

 

At this point, the importance of the work to optimize the athlete’s Self is evident. 

Contemplating these aspects within a mental training, means giving the athlete a 

solid foundation on which to build their preparation. In addition, the more the 

fundamental Functionings for the preparation prior to a performance are functioning, 

the more the athlete will be able to benefit and achieve greater goals in athletic 

training or in following a diet regime or lifestyle. It is also clear how, the more open 

and sold these Functionings are, the more the sportsperson will be able to take on, 

thus, avoiding the risk of becoming dependent on others of dubious professionalism. 

 

4.1 Functional Techniques in the sports context 

 

Another topic we felt we needed to deal with relevant to the fundamental 

Functionings of the Personality, is that of Functional Techniques. We discuss it here 

because the Techniques built over the years by Functionalism, and Professor Rispoli 

in particular, act on the BES and are the tools with which we empower and train a 

sportsperson in their basic Functionings as described in the previous paragraph. 

“[…] it is even more evident that the Techniques should lead to a particular BES (a 3-

4 BES closely related to each other) in the most direct, efficacious and clear way 

possible, and that the Functional therapy is never directed at one Function, but 

always at a particular BES. If I work on breathing, I am in reality restoring 

diaphragmatic respiration (and not thoracic) and therefore I am reopening the BES 
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Calm and the BES Wellbeing. If I am intervening in muscle tone, I am loosening a 

hypertonus, and therefore I am reopening Letting Go and Being Held” (Rispoli L. 

Manuale delle Tecniche Funzionali, Edizioni S.E.F., 2011, Primo Volume, pag. 5). 

We will leave out here the whole forty-year history that led to the creation of current 

Functional Techniques, but it is important to understand the importance of having 

one Theory of Technique. 

First of all, to be able to use the Techniques effectively and achieve the intended 

objective, one has to know what they will stimulate on all the athlete’s planes of the 

Self. If I want to increase Letting Go and Calm in the athlete through a 

Diaphragmatic Respiration technique, I will be very clear about the vagotonic effects 

that I need to obtain and the eventual disconnected plane, or planes, of the Self (for 

example, the heart rate drops but brooding thoughts or agitating emotions remain). 

This scientific clarity allows one to overcome Techniques used in the past which with 

our current knowledge of human functioning are now limited, ineffective or even 

opposite to the effect they claim to achieve. In addition to knowing how changes 

happen, what the therapist really does (in our case defined with the horrible term 

mental trainer) we can now envisage the use of specific Functional Techniques, 

rather than others, to obtain our objective in a more targeted way. 

It is, therefore, understandable how fundamental the use of Functional Techniques 

is, within our Functional Protocol for the Sportsperson, to intervene in the athlete in a 

multidimensional way. “It is possible to intervene in the complex reality of the Self, 

with its numerous variables, only and only if one intervenes at the level of the 

fundamental Functionings: because at this level, the variables have an essential 

configuration, made of voices, some essential word, essential movements and 

posture, clear and precise configurations of the neurovegetative system, of muscle 

tone, of the sensory and perceptive systems, the neuroendocrine system (and their 

general regulators such as respiration), imagination and essential thoughts. This 

allows one to intervene through Techniques that can rearrange and reposition all 

these Functions as much as possible, making them take on the given configuration 

that constitutes the fundamental Functioning. The reopening (or recuperation) of the 

fundamental Functionings, therefore, is concrete and real; it is not an “as if”, and is 
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not just symbolic or metaphoric, nor playacting.” (Rispoli L. Manuale delle Tecniche 

Funzionali, Edizioni S.E.F., 2011, Primo Volume, pag. 10). 

If one acts deeply in this way on the athlete, the improvements, as previously stated 

several times, will be real and lasting, unlike those which one can obtain with 

techniques that act solely on behavioral, motivational or symbolic aspects of the 

sportsperson. 
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5 Birth of the innovative “Functional Protocol for the sportsperson”  

 

Now that we have assimilated the required theoretic knowledge and are therefore 

equipped with the right information, I can move on to describe what the Functional 

Protocol for the Sportsperson is and how it came about. 

 In the first year that I collaborated with the sports center I had to overcome all the 

stereotypes, false beliefs and erroneous convictions (with all the difficulties 

connected to those who bring a completely new model and vision). Little by little as 

the months passed, I lived a sort of slow cancelling of the old framework, substituted 

by new concepts, supported by results and improvements that the athletes pursued 

with the new methods. It was not just a conceptual change; more than anything, it 

was a practical one. 

The “round” and “square” breathing were succeeded by diaphragmatic. A Technique 

on Letting Go was attached to the simple repetition of the Mindband to improve 

concentration. A course targeted at loosening thoughts and rebalancing the 

vagotonic state was added to what had been simply an evaluation of stress reactions 

through Biostress. Diaphragmatic breathing and a Technique to open the Sensations 

was added to the simple stretching that had been done in a training for muscle 

tension. And so on, in many cases. Initially, the methodology was not well defined, 

but took shape slowly. Each aspect was tried out piecemeal, so that things were 

added, or changes were made, to trainings that had already been implemented. 

Once better results were reached, in a clear and irrefutable way, the new 

methodology or the new Functional Technique took the place of the one before. 

Physiological data of the athletes that had been collected before began to be read 

from a multidimensional and integrated perspective and new trainings were tested 

based on concepts derived from Functional Theory. This experimentation, a little 

haphazard, but very empirical with enormous amounts of data and evidence, went 

ahead for about a year and a half, until the owner asked me to increase the staff in 

the mental department and my colleague Elena Sgherri arrived. From our combined 

work we began to use the new methodology in a more structured and defined way. 

Within the center, before my arrival, there had been a sort of routine in the 

application of mental training, that consisted of: 
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➢ Entry report 

➢ Measurement of base physiological criteria of the athlete 

➢ Evaluation of the ability to relax 

➢ Evaluation of the ability to concentrate 

➢ Evaluation and successive training in cognitive ability (reaction times, 

memory, visual capacity, visual coordination, concentration) 

➢ Evaluation of energy consumption of the athlete 

➢ Repetitive exercises to loosen muscle tension 

 

From this we can already deduce, that the mental training that was in place was 

strong on evaluation and less so on intervention. Furthermore, early on I noticed that 

attempts at improvement were based solely on repetition of the training, that the 

diagnostic evaluation of the athlete was incomplete and inexact, work on the deeper 

aspects of the athlete were completely lacking, and emotions were not considered 

even minimally. The structure of this methodology was based on interlocking the 

timing of the mental and athletic work and was applied to all athletes without 

considering differences in functioning, specific needs and individual reactions to 

treatment. 

In the light of this, and in addition to inserting a Functional intervention (for example 

for problems related to anger, fear, difficulty in relaxing, in a room specially adapted 

to this work), I began to think about building a new protocol to evaluate and train 

athletes, based on the knowledge and theoretical foundations of Functionalism. 

Together with Dr. Sgherri we began to put the various works and pieces of 

experiments together, to structure a new training and create the Functional Protocol 

in its entirety. 
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5.1 A well-defined methodology: scientificity, research and empiricism  

 

Right from the start, we tried to give a scientific shape to the Protocol, given the large 

number of untrustworthy options present (to put it mildly) on the mental training 

market. Certainly, the theoretical model used by us, that of Neo-Functionalism, 

already provides a solid base of scientificity (see Chapter 1) on which we can rest 

Functional Protocol objectives. The official scientific research carried out in the past 

by the owner of the center in collaboration with C.N.R in Pisa (see paragraph 2.2) 

was also used in the design of the Protocol. 

As regards to the tools for evaluating the sportspeople, we used scientifically 

recognized questionnaires (see paragraph 3.2) administered according to the 

athlete’s age or the parameter that we wanted to investigate, along with a pre-

existing internal evaluation form (administered by personnel on arrival of the 

athletes, which did not take account of age, origin, or specific sport). Also, the tools 

for measuring physiologic parameters have been revised in their use according to 

indications given by the manufacturer or from deeper study of the recognized 

literature (for example the Spectral Analysis of Cardiac Variability or the interaction 

processes and connections of mind and body). Regarding some intervention tools 

such as the Mindband, purchased online, we requested advice from the researchers 

at C.N.R. in Pisa to assess its accuracy and they have guaranteed 80% reliability. 

As previously written, no research has been conducted that reflects all the official 

characteristics, but we have worked with a broad sample of sportspeople, trying to 

give importance to the repeatability of the Protocol, having it carried out by trained 

psychologists and not by those trained in other fields. In support of this, and probably 

the most important aspect, everything was conducted by strict experimentation, 

where the effects of the treatment and the course to which athletes were subjected, 

was reviewed and modeled on observation of the effects, positive or absent. 
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5.2 The integration of instrumentation and Functional Techniques  

 

Ample space has been dedicated to the description of the instrumentation and the 

Functional Techniques in previous chapters (Chapter 3, paragraph 3.2, Chapter 4, 

and paragraph 4.1). A very interesting aspect is how these have been perfectly 

integrated in the Functional Protocol. We have seen how the equipment, whether 

used as an end in itself or as a source of data collection, cannot bring about a deep 

and lasting change in the athlete. It goes without saying that by the continuous 

repetition of an exercise for improving coordination or the management of muscle 

tension on a balance board, coordination and muscle tension will change slightly for 

the positive.  

With the Functional Protocol we changed the methodology described above as 

follows: baseline assessment (that is, without any specific intervention) of the 

athletes coordination and muscle stiffness to discover possible disorders of these 

Functions of the Self, intervention with Functional Techniques aimed at improving 

these Functions (both in cases of disturbances but also without disturbances and 

therefore we talk about optimization of the Functions), training with instrumentation 

directed at putting into practice the work on the Functions, and evaluation of the 

improvements. We can present another example of the much-cited ability to relax. 

Prior to the implementation of the Protocol, the intervention proved to be: 

measurement of the athlete’s baseline ability to relax by monitoring average heart 

rate for about 10 minutes; and applying breathing techniques with detection of any 

lowering of the average heart rate for 10 minutes. With the Functional Protocol, this 

has become the following: detection of the baseline mean heart rate and R-R 

variability to evaluation the balance of sympathetic and parasympathetic systems; 

use of Functional Techniques to improve Letting Go, Wellbeing, Calm (and all the 

nuances) with online heart rate monitoring; and also with observation of the other 

Planes of the Self to assess whether the athlete’s relaxation was present on all the 

Planes or if they were disconnected. In addition, we have also added post-treatment 

detection of R-R variability to detect a possible modification of the balance between 

the activation of the sympathetic and the deactivation of the parasympathetic 

systems (this often occurs when a poor correlation between the two systems was 

found in the pre-treatment assessment). 
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Another interesting example to analyze is that of training concentration. Initially, it 

took place in the following way: evaluation for five minutes of the athlete’s ability to 

concentrate by means of neurofeedback obtained through the Mindband and the 

software. The athletes watched a screen showing skittles that the more they 

concentrated the more skittles exploded. The more skittles that exploded during the 

five minutes the higher the point score. The training following the evaluation was 

simply a repetition of these 5 minutes during the days the athlete remained at the 

center. With the Functional Protocol for the Sportsperson, we have created two types 

of training to work on concentration, transforming the intervention as follows: on 

arrival of the athlete, the baseline ability to concentrate for 5 minutes was evaluated 

(in the same way with neurofeedback as described above). Afterwards, one passed 

on to applying two new trainings (associated with the work on Letting Go, Vagotonic 

State, Calm), the first training being structured as follows: application of the 

Mindband for 5 minutes, Technique for Letting Go or for Loosening Control, 

repetition for five minutes with the Mindband and an evaluation of the change. The 

second training was aimed at improving the ability of the athlete to consciously move 

between one polarity and the other, maximal concentration and soft attention, and 

the neurofeedback was set to alternate the two states rapidly (about 1 minute/1.5 

minutes each). Also, here we obtained strong empirical evidence of implementation 

of this ability and subjective feedback of improvement during a race, as perceived by 

the athletes themselves. 

 

5.3 Specific and general objectives of the Protocol 

 

Let’s now go to the heart of what are the objectives of the Functional Protocol for the 

Sportsperson in the mental preparation of an athlete.  

During these years of experimentation and practical application, I have worked with 

athletes from various disciplines, from golfer to sailor, from car/motorcycle driver to 

footballer, from tennis player to marksman, from jockey to free diver. Meeting 

sportspeople of all ages, from the 10-year-old boy already steered toward a career 

as a racing driver by his family, passing through teenagers in the critical phase of 
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breaking into professional sport or changing their life direction, up to mature athletes 

already at the highest levels of their sport. 

This wide variety of examples led me to better understand the needs of every 

sportsperson to improve their performance. 

There are skills that need to be at a good level in each athlete, regardless of their 

discipline. Then, there are needs that are sport-specific, being more important for 

one sport than another, or even specific ones that need to be trained in a targeted 

way depending on the role of the athlete in a group context. Finally, there are 

specific needs for the individual athlete as each has their own history, their own 

personal context, and their own personality. 

 

General Objectives valid for all sportspeople 

➢ Optimization of cognitive resources (for example, concentration, reaction 

times) 

➢ Optimization of mind-body resources (for example, managing tension, 

improving body control) 

➢ Functioning of the Personality specific for high performance (for example, 

Consistency, Letting Go, Calm, Affirmation, Self-affirmation, Sensations) 

➢ Energy management (knowing how to manage one’s own energy/resources, 

avoiding waste) 

➢ Managing anxiety/pressure/stress 

➢ Managing negative emotions 

➢ Preparation for the performance (for example, being able to sleep prior to a 

competition, avoiding brooding thoughts, not getting charged up too early 

before a performance) 

➢ Awareness of oneself (potential and limits) 

➢ Mental resistance (maintaining capacity for the whole competition) 

➢ Competition and the desire to win (motivation and determination) 
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➢ Analysis and Functional Recuperation post-competition (broaden personal 

awareness and knowing how to recuperate energy after the competition) 

➢ Independence in using one’s own resources (not total dependence on the 

trainer) 

 

Sport- or role-specific objectives (personalization) 

➢ Set by the data arising during evaluation and anamnesis  

➢ Determined by analysis of the specific sport 

➢ Determined based on a specific role 

 

Objectives centered on specific needs 

➢ Intervention on the specific needs of the athlete or emerging during the 

diagnostic phase (they derive from the athlete’s subjectivity, from the needs 

that they themselves bring, or that are discovered together during the 

sessions. There is no psychological investigation of the athlete’s past or 

primary relationships, the latter, for example, may lead to anger expressed 

during a performance and we intervene on that. 

 

5.4 The limits of the Protocol  

 

While getting appreciation from the athletes and important results and changes 

(usually through improved performance and personal results) we certainly recognize 

that there are limitations to the Functional Protocol for the Sportsperson.  

The first is without doubt the timeline of the intervention. We come up against a 

world (clearly not just the clinical one) which is “everything and now”, where a 

miraculous or magical intervention is the order of the day, both as proposed by the 

world of mental training, and as required, unfortunately, on the part of many 

sportspeople. It is doubtless a cultural problem, a lack of awareness of human 

functioning and how a change in one’s faculties should come about.  One needs time 

to obtain a deep and lasting improvement. It is not possible, in a few sessions, to 

really modify a sportsperson. The average number of sessions to obtain a significant 
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change, we have seen, is 5-6 sessions annually of a minimum of three consecutive 

days (ideally four to five days). Or, to get the same results, at least one full day per 

week (ideally two) for six months. These are suggested times because, clearly, one 

has to account for the subjectivity of each athlete, but these are the average times in 

which we have achieved significant and lasting changes (also because the vast 

majority of sportspeople do not have disorders at a clinical level, but rather a closing 

of the Functionings or a not very severe disconnection of the Planes of the Self). 

The second limit concerns “where” the Protocol is carried out. I should start by 

saying that the sportspeople who we have referred to up to now are all professionals 

or youngsters on their way to a profession, and they have a lot of time at their 

disposal, so the difficulty in using the Functional Protocol could be instead the 

context of its application. There are two main points. The first concerns the 

differences between the sports. There are disciplines where a lot of time elapses 

between one performance and the next where the sportsperson does not need a 

constant athletic preparation (motor sports, shooting, fencing, golf, to cite a few 

examples) but others require a continuous and serious athletic preparation (football, 

basketball, volleyball), which is difficult to interrupt to travel to another location. 

Therefore, with sportspeople that can attend sessions on a weekly basis, or over 

months in a specific location, applying the Protocol is easy. Whereas those who live 

far away or have daily athletic and technical training, there is no possibility of 

carrying out the mental training in a different setting from the one in which they train 

daily. It is possible to overcome this limitation in two ways. Firstly, the equipment for 

evaluation and monitoring as well as that for specific trainings is portable. 

Consequently, given an ideal setting to work, the Protocol is replicable anywhere. 

The second is that the psychologist is willing and available to travel and dedicate 

days to just this activity. 

Hence, the third limit of the Protocol: cost. I have personally worked with Formula 1 

drivers, tennis players who are within the first thirty rankings in the world 

championship, gold medal-winning marksmen at recent Olympics, and Serie A 

footballers. But I have also worked with young fencers, tennis players, very young 

go-kart drivers from families of average means, rally drivers who race in the world 

championship but do not have a personal income and have to rely on support from 

sponsors and are, therefore, very attentive to each single euro spent. So, what are 
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the costs of such an intervention? I am not going to list all the commercial 

possibilities; each person finds the best method to value their work correctly. 

However, I should point out that, apart from the more mechanical parts of simple 

data collection, this Protocol can only be implemented by psychologists and 

psychotherapists who have had specific training in Functional Psychotherapy. It is 

not just a simple mental training, but a real specialist intervention.  

The last difficulty linked to the application of the Protocol is language. Many 

sportspeople come from all over the world and the common language is English. We 

have tried to translate the Functional Techniques as faithfully as possible, so as not 

to detract from the effectiveness of the Protocol, but we believe that a translation is 

needed of not only the criteria of the Techniques but also the key concepts of Neo-

Functionalism. 

 

5.5 Possible developments: scenarios that are still open  

 

In my opinion, after these four years of work, the scenarios that remain open are 

very interesting. From the point of view of Functional Theory, the sport setting with its 

use of physiological monitoring, and the existence of a basic intervention protocol, 

could be the right basis for experimentation and research to demonstrate and 

describe the integrated systems underlying the Functionings. It would also be 

possible to add other measurements of biological parameters, such as cortisol. 

Thanks to the equipment, one could carry out pre- and post-treatment evaluations 

with electroencephalographic traces. 

Another avenue of research that remains open is the possibility of using international 

criteria for efficacy of psychological treatments to evaluate how the Functional Model 

can bring significant and lasting changes through its vision, its modality of 

intervention and its Techniques.   

Or alternatively, research within the School, using evaluation parameters, on the 

therapeutic modalities of factors of change in the context of psychological sports 

preparation. This would also open up the possibility of training Functional 

Psychologists and Psychotherapists for the sports context. 



Sport and Functional Psychology: creation of a functional protocol for the sportsperson 
 Dr. Lorenzo Baldassarri 

  55 

6 A specific case  

 

C. is a young racing driver who I started working with when he was still a teenager 

(16 years old) and who at the time competed in the Karting championship. Up to that 

point, C. was considered very promising, almost predestined. Indeed, he was racing 

for the best team in the championship and was part of a special program of selected 

young drivers followed and monitored by an important manager who had strong 

connections in the world of Formula 1. C.’s teammate at that time was a champion 

several times over in the world of karting, already at the height of his career (29 

years old but had never broken into the major championships). C. talked of a heated 

rivalry with his teammate who was envious and annoyed by the fact that a youngster, 

in the same team, could perform as well as him and compete for victory. He also 

reported misconduct on the part of his teammate during the race which actually put 

him in difficulty. He responded to this with excessive, often destructive, Anger 

causing him to lose focus on the race and his set goals, to the point of “running the 

race against his teammate” (as he said in automotive jargon) thereby lowering his 

performance and even compromising his own race. This attitude of losing the initial 

Calm Strength, overflowing into Anger, also came through in the various tests and 

training which he underwent; when confronted with difficulty or a result that he 

considered inadequate and unsatisfactory, a clear behavioral reaction emerged, an 

expression of difficulty in the Anger Functioning. 

From this, however, one could also observe an unusually well-structured 

Determination and a Competitiveness for such a young boy. 

These two characteristics, however, were not supported by a complete Awareness 

(Perception) of Self. A clear knowledge of his own limits and potential was not part of 

C.’s expertise, demonstrating an incomplete Consistency, where there were no 

evident disorders, but we could define as needing to mature. 

In the initial Biostress analysis, C. showed a good reaction when put under stress, 

and an ability to recuperate a satisfactory state of Calm post-stress, marked by both 

the absence of thoughts as well as a lowering of the physiological parameters 

measured. 
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However, on conducting a deep, integrated evaluation, it became clear that C. was 

able to calm himself after periods of stress. It should be said, however, that Biostress 

allows the athlete to maintain a certain level of Control (above all, a cognitive one). 

As a matter of fact, no alteration in the chronic state of stress was seen, as 

confirmed by administering the M.S.P. test, but what emerged was a difficulty in 

Letting Go and loosening Control, demonstrated by the application of the Functional 

Evaluation Framework.  

Another aspect that emerged during evaluation was that of an inadequate ability to 

use his concentration, demonstrating a clear difficulty in reaching a peak of 

maximum concentration. A tendency for his Muscular Tone to become rigid was 

recorded, when making the effort to reach the objectives set during training.  

From the start, C. demonstrated excellent talents, when guided well, regarding the 

cognitive Functions of Rationality and Self-analysis. 

I worked with C. for two years, at a rate of six sessions annually, lasting an average 

of 3 – 4 days. 

 

FUNCTIONAL DIAGNOSIS 

 

COGNITIVE - SYMBOLIC  

Control: hypertrophic 

Awareness: limited (due to his young age) 

Reasoning: present and positive (needs guidance because it will become an 

important resource) 

Concentration: inadequate ability to reach and maintain the maximum level 

 

EMOTIONAL 

Anger: sclerotized and hypertrophic, destroyed his performance 
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Aggression: at times it overtakes Determination, but becomes dysfunctional due to 

its being polluted by Anger  

Determination: alive and a source of strong motivation, but is lost when Anger takes 

over 

 

PHYSIOLOGY 

Breathing: high thoracic, index at a high level of Control but incapable of Letting Go. 

Muscular Tone: a tendency to rigidity under conditions of effort, both mental and 

physical, when attempting to achieve a result. 

Sensations – Perception: Functions not completely closed but need to be 

broadened. 

Neurovegetative, alternation of Sympathetic-Parasympathetic: persistence at 

maintaining a state of activation as confirmed also by measurement of the R-R 

variability. 

 

MUSCULATURE – POSTURE 

Strength: present and very evident 

Attitude: highlights Determination and already at a good maturity considering his 

age. 

Hardness – Softness: difficulty moving to the soft polarity, demonstrates an “effort” 

over time to pursue his goals. 
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Fig. 12 Functional diagram of C. 

 

 

INTERVENTION PLAN 

FUNDAMENTAL FUNCTIONINGS PREPARATORY TO A PERFORMANCE 

Letting Go, Wellbeing: Letting go deeply to find the ability to concentrate in a 

maximal way, loosening rigidity in the body and resisting external pressure and 

stress. 

Control: loosen oneself, stay in a soft state of attention, lower the levels of vigilance 

and alertness. 

Feel, Perceive oneself: to perceive real ability and thus acquire an excellent personal 

and competitive maturity. 

Share: to feel guided and led into a project of competitive and personal growth. 

Calm Strength: acquire the ability to face and confront without falling into Anger. 
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Consistency: create a solid base of security and self-esteem to use now and, above 

all, in the future. 

 

FUNDAMENTAL FUNCTIONINGS IN THE PERFORMANCE 

Control: to find maximum concentration to have a maximum focus on the objective. 

Wellbeing: body in top form and fully activated positively, with a mind-body balance 

that manifests itself in a positive way during the performance. 

Be Seen: in the performance, consider the future already written and therefore 

withstand the pressure of having all eyes on you. 

Sensations: knowing exactly how much energy and how much force there is and 

how much remains, without consuming too many resources for too much 

Determination. 

Strength: fully open, to use in a constructive and positive way without falling into 

Anger. 

Presence: increase one’s sense of Presence to resist adversaries and provocation. 

Determination: to go deep to resist anything adverse that might appear or happen 

during the performance. 

 

OTHER OBJECTIVES OF THE PROTOCOL 

GENERAL OBJECTIVES 

Optimization of mind-body resources 

Energy management 

Management of anxiety/pressure/stress 

Management of negative emotions 

Preparation for the performance 

Mental resistance 

Functional Analysis and Recuperation post-race 
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SPORT-SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES 

Expanding capacity to concentrate 

Lowering levels of Control and alertness 

Improving muscular tension management 

Improving ability to get charged up in the right way prior to a performance 

 

OBJECTIVES CENTERED ON SPECIFIC NEEDS 

Lowering Anger levels 

Managing one’s own behavior during a race 

 

FUNCTIONAL TECHNIQUES USED (some examples) 

Mouth wide open 

Arms, throwing action 

Let arms fall 

Stretch arms and let them fall 

Cross arms and let them fall wide open 

Beat arms 

Bang arms strongly 

Let hips fall strongly 

Bang legs strongly 

Let legs fall 

Let legs fall outwards 

Kick vigorously 

Hands, shake vigorously 

Massage arms 

Massage diaphragm 

Massage legs 

Massage shoulder and neck 
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Massage back 

Breathe with legs falling open 

Imagine submersion 

Imagine hills, lakes, and calm 

Self-massage 

Muscular resistance to the limit 

Head stretched back 

Turn head gently side to side 

Manipulation of head 

Contract and relax the body 

Shake legs vigorously and let go 

Press against the mattress 

Punch sitting up 
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As regards the analysis of the specific data and the course of development of the 

racing driver as concretized by the results, we refer the reader to other cases 

described in my colleague Elena Sgherri’s thesis. 

I will limit myself here to say that using the Functional Protocol with C. has had 

optimal results. I followed the young man personally during the races over the 

second year of our work together, observing improvements that had already 

emerged during the sessions: the Anger no longer polluted the Calm Strength and 

Open Strength. C. reacted with Determination and Open Strength toward any 

impropriety or difficulty without the least hint of Anger. His concentration improved 

clearly as a consequence of implementing his ability to Let Go deeply and to loosen 

Control, as perceived by himself and as confirmed by results during training. His 

awareness of himself, of his gifts and his limits, increased exponentially, as one 

could see from an increasingly full Consistency, which led him to a strong and 

healthy Security in his abilities. His competitive maturation mirrored that of his 

personality, a growth noted also by those around him. There was never an 

investigation into C.’s past or of his primary relationships, but during the course of 

the second year it was he who opened up and wanted to share aspects of his private 

life that bothered him, worrying him that they could slow him down during the race 

weekends. 

In conclusion, I can recount that this year, C. is taking part in a program of “young 

racing drivers” in one of the most prestigious houses in the Formula 1 circuit, with a 

strong probability of landing in the driving seat of a single seater in the top car 

championships within a few years.  
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Conclusions 
 

With this thesis and that of Dr. Elena Sgherri, we have tried to recount our pioneering 

voyage into the world of sport as Functional psychologists. 

The two theses follow that of Dr. Jacopo Chincoli, our companion in this adventure, 

who also applied Functionalism in the sporting context, but in growth and 

development in childhood and adolescence. 

There is no doubt that there is a need in the field of Sports Psychology to find a 

vision that considers the athlete as an integrated whole, which knows how to grasp 

all of its mind-body processes and does not limit itself to behavioral or cognitive-

motivational frameworks. 

To do this means getting out of that ocean of theory (no doubt correct) in which 

Sports Psychology is immersed, and going toward a new methodology of practical, 

scientific intervention and with a Theory of Technique that has been studied and 

tested. Making use of a method with these characteristics would inevitably increase 

the awareness of athletes, thereby allowing them to find the right path for their 

personal growth and consequently for the improvement of their performance. 

Furthermore, it would prevent the sportsperson from falling into unscientific or 

ineffective practices that pass as panaceas in the vast world of mental training. 

The sporting context is often lacking in a basic knowledge of psychotherapy which 

feeds distrust (if not real fear) towards all that is psychological in approach, because 

the difference between the different applied fields is not well known, or the difference 

between doing Psychotherapy, clinical practices or sports preparation. To dissolve 

these stereotypes and reticence, the whole world of Psychology, in our opinion, must 

be more active, making others more aware and informed in the right way and 

through the proper channels.  

We as psychologists and the next Functional psychotherapists have attempted to 

contribute both to Functionalism and to Psychology in general, by trying to use these 

years of working with top-level athletes as research and practical experimentation of 

Neo-Functionalism. We did it by carefully employing the functional concepts; we 

applied the Techniques and methodology of this approach as yet hardly tested in the 
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world of sport, with dedication and attention, and created the Functional Protocol for 

the Sportsperson. 

The results obtained are considerable, especially since the changes have been 

recognized by all the athletes on whom we applied the Protocol and, in most cases, 

these changes correspond to clear improvements in sports results. Unfortunately, it 

is not possible to list the athletes and their correspondent growth since they started 

the process with the Functional Protocol, due to issues of privacy and respect. 

Finally, we would like to emphasize to all those who will read this thesis, 

sportspeople or those working in sports, that carrying out a mental training to grow 

one’s ability does not mean a certain victory, because natural talent cannot be 

trained  (often it is these that make the difference), but it creates, if done with a 

desire to improve oneself, that fundamental base necessary for all sportspeople to 

reach their personal best, and this often does coincide with a victory.  


