Learning the mental aspects of racing from our elite athletes
By Dr, Suzie Tuffey, Sports Psychology Director
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The project was designed to help coaches
and sport scientists better understand the
mental preparation / approach to compe-
tition and training of our elite swimmers.
A need exists to understand what elite
level swimmers are doing mentally {i.e.,
approach to training, pre-race/during race
thoughts, focus) that may be enhancing
their performance.

Past research with elite level athletes indi-
cates that the mind (an athlete’s thoughts,
focus, attitude, use of cognitive strategies,
etc.) plays a role in performance. For
example, in 2 review of the literature on
characteristics of peak performance,
Williams and Krane (1998) found that
certzin mental skills and attributes are
associated with superior athletic perfor-
mance. These skills and attribates includ-

ed the following: having a well developed
competitive routine and plan; high levels
of motivation and commitment; coping
skills for dealing with distractions and
unexpected events; self-confidence; man-
agement of arousal; heightened concen-
tration; and the use of goal setting and
imagery.

In another investigation, Q{J;ck and Part-
ington (1988} investigated the :i}:ent‘_galj
control arid mental readiness of Eanadian
Olympic athletes using both survey and
interview techniques. They found mental
readiness to be a significant factor influ-
encing performance. The authors aiso
identified what they termed common ele-
ments of success that inciuded a total
commitment to pursuing excelence,
quality training that included setting daily
goals, competition simulation, and

imagery training, and, quality mental
preparation for competition. The investi-
gators conciuded that the mental aspect of
performance is essential for high achieve-
ment in important events.

Other empirical investigations (Gould and
colleagues, 1998; Gould, Jackson, & Finch
1993} have come to similar conclusions,
namely that mental preparation using spe-
cific mental skills and strategies is related
to enhanced performance. While the
importance of the mental aspect of perfor-
mance is well documented, a need exists to
better understand how swimmers are
addressing the mental aspect of perfor-
mance on a regular basis. We can poten-
tially learn valuable information by inves-
tigating elite swimmers’ approach to the

.mental aspect of training and competing.
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“It’s a discipline. Part of discipline
means a daily thing, so that you can get
it down. So, one of my goals is to be able
to visualize and go through a pre-race
routine every day.”

“You go in, clean slate, you give 100%,
yott clear your head of anything that's
going on and you give 100% to
that workout ... like I like to try
and analyze or I like to try and
articulate, you know, like here’s
what [ think’s working or this is
what I think is not working, And
50 focusing on the little things in
the workout, like maybe focusing
on one or two things per set that
I'want to work on.”

Itis important to note that the
athletes were different in
terms of how they achieved
quality training sessions and
(in what quality training
means to each athlete), Addi-
tionally, because confidence,
in part, is derived through
training, it seemns especially
important to have strategies
in place to ensure produc-
tive training. These athletes
seemed to have figured this
out. Coaches, how can you
help your athletes develop
strategies or techniques to
enhance the quality of
their training?
Competition mental
preparation:

One of the primary
objectives of the project
was to understand if

and how these elite level
swimmers mentally prepare themselves
for competition. Fach of the athletes
was asked to describe in detail any type
of routine or strategies they used to get
ready to race. It took little thought for
the athletes to describe what they did
behaviorally and cognitively as they all
seemed to have consistent, well-pre-
pared approaches to competition. Sev-
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eral similarities arise when reviewing
these approaches to mental prepara-
tion. First and foremost, is that ALL

athletes had a means to get mentally

ready to race but differed greatly on

how they specifically prépared them-
selves. This is exemplified in the fol-

lowing quotes:

“I swim in the lane that

I'm going to be racing in and that kind
of helps me. Especially during warm
ups, you know, I look up in the stands
and kind of picture what it’s going to be
like with people in them ... and just kind
of getting a good feel on my surround-
ings and what it’s going to be like during
that race, And think about the people

that are going to be in that heat with me

* and what lanes they’re going to be in

and whe I think 'm going to have to
worry the most about. And really con-
centrating on my stroke and making
sure [ feel lovse .., make sure I feel strong
and that everything’s kind of together.
Make sure my suit’s fine, my cap and
goggles are fine, and you know, there are
so many litile things.”

“I think I try and focus on the
positive, stay with my routine,
and stay kind of light, like I,
you know, I like to try and talk

about other things during the

morning and like read the

newspaper. That's the best thing
for me to do.”

“The thing I do is try to keep
myself really still. I just try to
bottle up my energy ... feel it
building. I just let it build. Then,
I just focus on keeping my
thoughts together and those
thoughts are on technically what
PI'm going to do in the race. Um, I
usually focus especially on what
I'm going to do the first 50. And, I
just think about how it’s going to
feel to look across the pool, and I
think about how good it feels to do
the first turn, then ... I just imagine
it going perfectly, imaging how it’s
going to feel when it goes perfectly.”

Another common element is the
notion of high self-awareness. The
athletes seemed to have a good sense
of what is best for them in terms of
preparation and developed their
mental preparation routine accord-
ingly. In the following quotes, the ath-
letes indicate that their preparation
helps them achieve a desired pre-com-
petition state:

“ just stayed in the hotel room. I didn’t
walk around a whole lot, I was there to
do a good performance not to see the
country... I have a certain warm-up that
I do and a certain way I like to feel emo-
tionaily.
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“ITmmediately before the race] I have
pretty much of a pre-race ritual I follow
where I visualize the race a couple of
times, [ do 10 slow breaths, relaxation
stuff. Then right before I do 10 quick
breaths.”

“I have to have that feeling of nervous-
ness in order to swim because if I don’t
then I'm too relaxed and I'm not into it
enough. And Pve learned that over
many, many years ... when it comes to
the races it’s just going to take over and
I'm not going to have to worry about
anything, My whole attitude going into
the race is to just get in there and have

fuﬂ”

As can be noted from these few quotes,
the athletes used a variety of mental
skills to prepare for competition
including visualization, deep breath-
ing, self-talk, specific focus / attention
{on technique, strategy, having fun),
and energy management. The benefits
of using a mental and physical prepa-
ration routine are well documented in
the sport psychology literatare. Rou-
tines help athletes focus on the “con-
trollables” of performance, help bring
consistency to performance, and aid
athletes in achieving a desired pre -
competition state—as these athletes
have come to realize. Just as coaches
help their athletes develop race plans
and strategies, we may want to think
about how we can help athletes with
their mental preparation for competi-
tion.

Influence of significant others:

In regards to the role and influence of
parents in the athlete’s swimming,
nine of the 10 athletes talked of their
parents as having a very positive, sup-
portive role. One athlete noted “there
is no way I could have done what I've
done without my parents” and many
others communicated a similar
thought. The one athlete, who did not
talk about his parents having a very
positive role in his swimming, noted
that their role was neutral in that they

really weren’t involved to a great
degree, positive or negative. The sup-
port offered by parents was both phys-
ical/tangible, such as driving to morn-
ing practices, attending meets, and
moving to a town with a strong pro-
aram, and emotional, such as offering
encouragement and caring for the ath-
lete regardless of performance out-
come. Athletes talked of unconditional
support from their parents in that they
did everything they could to support,
encourage and promote the athletes’
swimming goals. However, several ath-
letes noted that their parents also had 2
firm hand (‘optimal push’} in regards
to the athlete making a commitment
and working hard.

“They were always very supportive and
you know, as long as I was having fun
and doing a good job at it and kind of
making it worth my while. My mom
didm’t feel like she was just doing this for
me to go play around at swim practice
for an hour and a half. She just always
told me that if P'm geing to sit there for
an hour and a half and let you train
we’d go there and get some work in and

make sure you're doing the work out
properly and not play around. That’s
like all she ever asked.”

‘While no direct correlation can be
drawn between supportive parents and
a successful swimming cageer, it seems
more than a coincidence that these
elite athletes perceived unconditional
physical and emotional support from
their parents. Related to this, when
asked, the athletes noted that they felt
no pressure to perform well or to even
swim,

“And I mean, [ have commitment and
they have to have the commitment too,
you know. Do they want to take me
every day and do this? But they always
rell me if [ don’t like the sport, if [ ever
get tired of it to get out of it. If you don’t
iike it, stop. But they also keep me moti-
vated, ‘Do you want to do this? I think

 you can do this.” I think they have a

huge role.”

Similarly, the coaches who work (or
worked) with these swimuiners were
perceived by all the athletes as having a
positive, influential role in their S
respective careers. Coaches seem to be

an important factor impacting athlete

success. Not surprisingly, athletes

talked of the varied roles coaches serve

as well as how this role has changed

across their career.
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“I give my coaches all the credit in the
world, They (HS coaches) built kind of
the foundation for my swimming, They
kind of got me started and got me shoved
off in the right direction .., In college, the
level of training has gone up. They've
taught me how to swim the races, how to
pace them out— they’re very instrumen-
tal in every aspect of it. And, they pro-
vide emotional support. They’re people
you can go and talk to when you have
problems.”

“I think their role now is to push me in
the workouts that I can’t push myself in
terms of, you know, like there’re some
quality workouts where it’s like really
hard to push yourself beyond that, you
know, like, pain threshold, and they’re
there to like force and keep me honest in
that way ...

I think that they're also there to ailevi-
ate any nerve and anxiety, kind of when
I get nervous they tell me it’s going to be
fine, when I want to keep mulling over
mistakes, they tell me, you know, shut
up, let’s go get ice cream. Or things like
that. So, I think they do a lot of damage
control.”

As with the role and influence of par-
ents, the athletes attribute part of their
success to their coaches. Again, it does
not seern coincidental that all these
elite athletes spoke of the important,
influential role of coaches across their
career. These athletes have been pro-
vided with the right support, guidance
and training by coaches and parents
which, in the minds of the athletes, is
tied to their success.

Uniigue characteristics:

Each athlete was asked to identify rea-
sons why he/she has had such success
in swimming—to identify characteris-
tics that set him/her apart from other
athletes who don’t make it to this
level. While the athletes discussed
numerous diverse characteristics, sev-
eral commonalities arose in the ath-
letes responses to their perception of
characteristics or qualities that influ-

ence their success, Common charac-
teristics/attributes mentioned by these
athletes included setting goals, hard
work, talent, and determination/per-
sistence/desire. ‘

Eight of the 10 athletes talked about
the vaiue and importance of setting
goals on a consistent basis as one ath-
Jete noted when she said “one of my
strengths is that I really focus on the
small details, like T keep a journal of
like little things.” This supports past
research that has found the use of goal
setting o be a characteristic of elite
level athletes. Eight of the 10 athletes
also commmented that their strong work
ethic is a primary factor contributing
to their swimming success. As the fol-
lowing quotes llustrate, several ath-
letes also gave credit to god-given or
natural talent:

“Well, I'd love to say that it’s all hard
work, but I don’t think that’s fair. [
think you know, definitely in distance
swimnming, hard work is 90% of it, but
there’s that other 10% that you know,
you need to have the body type, the
genetics, whatever to do it right ... and
that in combination with all the work I
putin”

“Well, I guess working hard always in
practice ... I think maybe I have talent
first of all. I think working hard is a def-
inite key and doing whatever you can do
to get in the mode.”

A final characteristic that was men-
tioned by more than half the athletes
related to having a strong desire or
determination to excel. In reading the
following quotes reflecting this charac-
teristic one wonders how much a

“coach can influence this, and other,

characteristic.

I am able to race and test myself ... and
whoever wants it most is going to touch
the wall first ... they (teammates) might

-be bigger than I am and have been here

longer and have been training longer
than I have but I want to get to the wall
first and I am going to do everything I

can to do that and once you say thar ...
and I think you try to have that type of
outlook and you get to the race and you
know you have trained.”

“I really enjoy breaking those barriers. [
dor’t mind pain at all. In fact, I enjoy it.
Took forward to that moment in the
stretch where you have to break that bar-
rier. You know, everything is telling you
to stop, but you can go through that.”

Much can be learned from our elite
swimmmers and the mental aspect of
swimnming. As indicated by the
uniqueness of these athletes in terms of
their mental approach to practice and
competition, there is no precise
“recipe” of skills and strategies that can
be prescribed. Rather, it is best that we
take the general information gleaned
from the athletes and work to apply
them with other swimmers. Specifical-
Iy, we need to address how to bring
“quality” to training sessions and how
to help athletes get their minds as well
as their bodies ready for competition,
It seems like it needs to be done but
the process with which this objective is
attained varies greatly across athletes,

FINAL SUMMARY REPORT

"The Final Summary Report of this
project is available by contacting Suzie
Tuffey, Ph.D. at stuffey@usa-swim-
ming.org or 719.578.4578,
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