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The Inner A-Rod Revealed, or
Just a Mind Game?
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IF the world's smoothest baseball player Reprints

can admit to the pricey pleasures of

psychological counseling, what the

heck, so can I. But unlike Alex

Rodriguez, I don't have to face the
championship-flauntin', Varitek-tauntin' Red Sox tonight
at Yankee Stadium and, worse, in July at that bandbox
bereft of metrosexuals, Fenway Park.

Sports columnists don't
strike out with the bases
loaded, but we suffer
infuriating writer's block.
We don't rush the mound or
throw the bat, but we
scream at the nice editor
back in the office and slam
down the phone. We all
must deal with life's more
daunting demons, in a
variety of ways, many
dysfunctional. But few
performers face the level of

Alex Rodriguez may have traits
that make it harder for him to

prevail in the clutch, according
to Dr. Roland A. Carlstedt, a
clinical psychologist.

expectations, external and
internal, that A-Rod has and
will, as long as he's making
M.L.B. $25 million a year and the
perception of him holds as
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equal to the sum of his wildly

Box Scores/Schedule. talented parts, except for

Standings: A.L. |N.L.

Statistics: A.L. |N.L. when there are runners in
Probable Pitchers | Team scoring position with less than
Pages two outs during a showdown

Discuss the League

with Boston.

Yankees

Schedule/Results It's the therapist's equivalent
Stats: Ind. | Team of a hanging curveball, the
Roster | History. subject of A-Rod and the Red

Discuss the
Sox, the team he nearly was

Yankees
traded to, that made a target
Mets of him last season, that
Schedule/Results . . . .
Stats: Ind. | Team disparaged him this spring.
Roster | History The team he must ultimately
Discuss the Mets succeed against or risk having
all those wonderful statistics
he is compiling - including his
Multimedia 17th home run last night in
b GRAPHIC the Yankees' 4-3 victory over

Inside Rodriguez's Season the Tigers - nullified like an
eighth-inning rally snuffed out
by a karate chop to Bronson

Arroyo's glove.

A-Rod and the Red Sox, the perfect psychological storm,
and perhaps the prototype case for the brain-study model
of sports performance created by Dr. Roland A. Carlstedt
and spelled out in his 2004 book, "Critical Moments
During Competition: A Mind-Body Model of Sport
Performance When It Counts the Most" (Psychology
Press).

In a telephone interview yesterday, Carlstedt, a licensed
clinical psychologist and the chairman of the American
Board of Sport Psychology, said the good news was that
A-Rod had courageously defied the primitive psychology
mores of professional sports and presumably was
confronting the issues that inevitably take up residence in
one's life.

The bad news, besides his volunteering more ammunition
for his antagonists, is that A-Rod seemed to fit the profile
for which Carlstedt's model would predict vulnerability
during situations in which the transparently sensitive
A-Rod would be most likely to ask: Am I worthy?

"I can't scientifically analyze him from a distance,"
Carlstedt said, "but judging from what I've read about him
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- that he's troubled about being abandoned by his father,
that he's had situations where he has not performed when
it counted the most - he may very well be the type who
will ruminate on negative thought at the critical moment,
who may be saying, 'l hope I don't fail, I'm getting paid
$25 million and this is when I just have to succeed.'"

Carlstedt's model is based on three crucial traits and
behaviors - subliminal attention, subliminal reactivity and
subliminal coping. "If you are high on the first two and
low on the last, then you are vulnerable to intrusive
thoughts," he said. When that occurs, Carlstedt contends
that the natural shift in brain hemispheric activation, left
to right, is disrupted and the mind becomes preoccupied
with performance-devaluing thoughts.

"Athletes who are high in neuroticism/subliminal
reactivity and concurrently high in hypnotic susceptibility
and low in repressive/subliminal coping under stress do not
exhibit the protective dynamic exhibited in the ideal
profile," Carlstedt said. "Instead, they use their potential
superior focusing ability to ruminate or lock in on

negative emotions and thoughts, which can disrupt
performance during critical moments and stress-laden
situations during competition."

In layman's terms, what does it mean? At least for this
weekend, Tino Martinez or Jorge Posada had better be
ready in the on-deck circle.

0.K., I admit, that wasn't very nice, but A-Rod's affairs do
seem so melodramatic, so rehearsed, it is difficult to know
where the rhetoric ends and the revelations begin. When
the Yankees opened the Red Sox' home season in April,
A-Rod didn't hit much, but the story of how he stepped
into the street to pull a child from stepping in front of a
car circulated like news from Iraq. On the eve of another
Red Sox series, here comes the admission on the
television show "Extra" that he is the self-help sultan of
swing, seeing two therapists to help salve his emotional
wounds.

Yet Carlstedt said it was typical of the primordial sports
establishment to ridicule A-Rod for his failings and ask
why he couldn't be more like Derek Jeter. He couldn't
because his brain didn't function that way, which spoke to
the point that Carlstedt wished to reinforce: that an
athlete's psychological abilities can be clinically improved,
a process he calls performance enhancement, the good
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swallowing pollutants for years while, as Carlstedt said,
"psychological performance is still stigmatized, which is
absurd."

He worked for a decade on the men's tennis tour and
before that was a low-level satellite player until he
surrendered to an inability to master the big moments and
decided to retire to find out why. I told him that I could
relate at my own modest recreational level, with a
forehand known to calcify and drive me right to the
couch.

"It's too easy to call a player a choker," Carlstedt said.
"It's more complicated than that."

I promised myself that I would remember that, especially
when writing about A-Rod. But then my superior focusing
ability locked in on a negative thought and my natural
shift of brain hemispheric activation was disrupted. Have I
been enlightened, I wondered, or manipulated?
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