Bugd Symes

by JoAnn Dahlkoetter

Using Mental Imagery

Creative visualization can be a valuable addition to every training program.,

B HETHER YOU'RE PRE-
paring [or the Ironman
or still contemplating
doing your first tri-
athlon, there’s an aspect of your training
that you're probably neglecting. If you
read the sports literature, vou'll learn ev-
ervthing from swimming stretches to
running fartlek intervals—the physical
elements of conditioning. However, you
probably have not put an adequate
amount of time into the mental aspects,
Let's say your next race is four days
awav, No amount of physical training be-
tween now and the race will take more
than 15 seconds off your time. But the
techniques which I will discuss have the
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potential of waking several minutes off
your time. If you tzke note of these ideas
on how to tune up your psychological
approach to competition, you may just
surprise yourself at your next race.

Many people have obligations which
restrict the amount of time that they can
devote to exercise. There is no sub-
stitute, of course, for pujting in an ade-
quate amount of mileage; but without
the proper mental framework, lack of
concentration, mental distractions and
stress may lower the quality of your
workouts. Spending a few minutes each
evening evaluating the day's workout,
dealing with training probiems, and pre-
paring for the next day can actually en-
hance the training time that you do
spend. I'd like to share one simple tech-
nique, one that can enhance your men-
tal awareness and balance the body-
mind relationship: using creative
visualization.

Creative visualization is the process of
using your imagination to create what-
ever you want in your life. You generate
a clear idea or mental picture of some-
thing you wish to realize. Then vou focus
on that idea regularly, combining the
imagery with your daily training, until
the goal becomes a reality. The more en-
ergy you put inte imagining what vou
want, the more it begins to manilest it
sell in your life.

Visualization techniques
have the potential for

taking several minutes
off your time.

I used a visualization program 1o pre-
pare for the Hawaii Ironman in 1982,
During the event itself, the mental train-
ing really paid off. When I got off of myv
bike (after 112 miles) 1 had an aching
back, tight thighs and a stomach ache;
and I was looking at a 26-mile run. It was
a real low point in the race. But [ pic-
tured mysell during a previous peak per-
formance winning the San Francisco
marathon in 1980, I ran again {in my
imagination) through the cool fog; my
stride was strong, my breathing smooth
and my whole body felt light, When my
awareness returned te the Ironman, [
found myself ranning more easily, mov-
ing up from 10th to second place before
the finish.

Fou can do all the physical prepa-
ration in the world, but on race

S day, success depends on a bal-
ance of relaxation, determination and
your ability 1o concentrate on the men-
tal picture. Here's a simple wav 1o begin
using mental imagery (o improve vour
performance and enjoviment of the
sport, Try this mental exercise for 13
minutes a dav.




Find a comfortable place to be-alone
with your inner self, away from external
distractions (perhaps at bedtime or lis.
tening to vour favorite music).

Relax
The subconscious mind is far more re-
ceptive to new ideas when vou are
refaxed. Close vour eyves and take about
10 slow, deep breaths from your abdo-
men. Begin to clear your mind of extra-
neous thoughts.

Creating an Image

Imagine that you are sitting in a spe-
cial chair with a master panel which
controls an image on a large screen in
front of vou. Now think back 1o a time
when vou [lelt vour best while doing
something. This could be a peak per-
- formance at 2 triathlon, or doing an ex-
citing training run. Recreate the ox-
perience on the screen as though it were
happening right at this moment. Trv to
incorporate inte the image as many of

vour five senses as you can.

Correcting Errors

Now let's go back and repeat the expe-
rience again with one alteration. Insiead
of being a passive viewer, you now have
the opportunity to actually change vour
perspective on what happened in the
past—vou can change anything vou
didn't like. Forge: how tired vou may
have been or what mistakes you made,
Now, return to vour earlicr image, re-
plav and edit the Blm several times, first
in slow motion, and then at the correct
speed, until vou arvive at exactly the pic-
ture vou desire. Your memory is not
only of a peak performance, but of a per
fect performance.

New we'll apply this imagery o your
training. Just as we warm up the body
through swretches, iUs equally important
10 warm up the mind belore a workout.
First, set a specific goal for the workaut,
one that is challenging, but attainable.
Take five minutes (o recreate the image
vou generated in the steps above. Then
begin raining: See if vou can gradually
wranslate this picture into vour body, For
example, when vou can picture a deer
running, vou'll lengthen vour stride and
feel lighter. Remember, vou've already
trained those motor-neurons through
mental i nagery. All vou have 1o do now
is allow vour body 10 respond the way
ivs been trained,

Once vou begin to use mental
programming on a regular basis, you'll
lind that it becomes an integral part of
vour thinking. You'll have more body/
mind conirol, and the goals you men-
wlhy programmed will just seem to hap-
pen. Sure, vou have to also do some new
training 1o see improvement. but the re-
sults will come more naturally, with less
effort. You'll notice vour confidence
growing, your concentration improving,
and vour waining and racing will be
maore fup. A
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: ook at the last 10 meters of your'
our turn 2 few times). Remember; the “how to’s’ are not |

magine that you are running full speed into a room

that was completely dark. But right in your path is a

huge, thick, brick wall, If you keep running full
speed, what do you think will happen?

You would run right into it. Right?

Running smack inte that brick wall could do some
serious damage. It would hurt! Why, then, would you

ran into it?

Mst likely, you are unaware that the brick wall is
there. In reality, the brick wall exists, but in your mind,
it is not there. The reality of the wall has not yet been
made real to you.

Even though the brick wall is, indeed, reai, you can-
not respond to it or make a decision concerning it or
react to its presence because it does not yet exist to you.

You might be asking, “Why is all this important?
What does any of this have to do with my imagination?”

Before [ answer that question, let me ask you this: do
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By Byron Davis

you ever stop to wonder why we've been given our
eyes, our ears, our senses of touch and smeil? The obvi-
ous answer is, of course, to see, to hear, to feel, to smelil,
etc. But why do they exist and play such primary roles
in how we live and interact in this world?

The word “sense” is defined by the New World
Webster’s dictionary as, “...the physical ability which al-
lows a person o become aware of the things around
him.” From this definition, we gather that it is the job
of our senses to create the awareness of things around
us. But again...why?

Our senses pick up the reality of things around us so
that the things around us can be made real to us. It is,
then, the job of our imagination to take what the senses
give it and bring to life the things around us. Qur imag-
ination is the difference between 4 friend telling you
how great the Boys II Men concert is and actually being
at the concert front row center.

So, t0 answer your guestion, it s important to under-
stand that our senses provide the segmented pieces that
our imagination eventually presents to us as real.

The great thing about our imagination is that it not
only represents the reality of the things around us, but it
also makes real anything that is brought in front of the
mind’s eye so that we can act on it.

Are you beginning o see how important our imagi-
nation is?

Seeing is believing!

Avoid the Weeds of Life

Imagine, now, an open field with rich, moist, dark
s0il, Feel the coolness of it between your toes as you
walk across it .

If you left that rich soil alone and came back to it a
year later, what do you suppose might happen to it?
Well, for.one thing, weeds could very well have taken
residénce. Chances are garbage and junk might have
been thrown onto it It might even be dry with cracks ail
over it. Right?

Well, that rich soil represents our mind, our imagina-
tion. If we choose not to tend to it or use it, the “weeds
of life” will take up residence. And isn’¢ that what hap-
pens to most people? That is why it is so hard, some-
times, to befieve in our own ability and success, Weeds
of doubt and fear try to choke those positive thoughts
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right out of us. And if all we see are weeds, then all we
can believe is doubt and fear.
Clearly, seeing is definitely believing!

Putting It All Together

Now, how does knowing all of this stuff help me

achieve my goals? Can using my imagination help me "
reach my dreams? The answer is a resounding “yes!” £
And to prove it, close your eyes. When I say “table,” =
put “table” in your mind. What do you see? Do you see §
the letters t-a-b-1-e? Or do you see a picture or a repre- »E‘
sentation of a table? Remember, the role of our imagina- E§
tion is to make something real to us so that we can act
on it! can use it to practice winning. The more times we see it, we ﬂ“ hﬂ\re
And as we saw with the “dark room™ example, it is the more times we will believe it.
only when something is made real to us or brought to We ail have been blessed with an imagination to hﬁeﬁ Messﬁd
our awareness that we are able to respond to it--react to help us achieve whatever is in our hearts. OQur imagina- wi[h an
its presence. It is much easier to catch a ball when you  tion processes information and makes it real tous so that ¢ o e
see it. Almost anyone can sit down in a chair when they we can act on it accordingly. lmﬂgmaﬂﬂff o
know it’s right there. Right? Everyone has an imagination. And we only have to hell} us ﬂ{!hle\’e
Think of our imagination as a gift or a tool to plant, use it if we want it {o work...because seeing is definitely LP
, , o0t e . whatever is in
cultivate and grow rich and healthy things in our life. believing! M
That means we have to use our irnagination to entertain our lleﬂl’[s.
what it is like to beat someone to the wall or come from ~ ABout the Aathor
A ) i K .. Byron Davis, the former American record holder for the 30 meter
behind to win. The cool thing about our imagination is busterfly, is a Masters swismmer and motivational speaker based in Los
that it goes where we go..all the time. If we choose, we Angeles. =
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hen Jonty Skin-
ner swam 1o a
world record of

45.44 in the 100-meter
freestyle at the 1976 U5, Na-
tionals, he had the eerie feal-
ing that he was watching him-
seif perform. “I seemed like |
was floating through the race,
almost like an cut-of-body ex-
perience,” recalls Skinner, now
a coach at the U.S. Olympic
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Training Center *} never felt
fatigue, | naver felt pain.”

The race was so easy for
Skinner because he'd already
seert it happen—in his own
mind, “It was what people call
3 ‘visualization race,"” exphains
Skinner. “it's something
you've done 100 times.
You're fust acting it out physi-
cally for the first time, That's
how § feit.”

FebruaryfMarch 1998

Visualization—a form of
mental training that involves
“pre-creating” ar upcoming
event in your mind in great
detail and then rehearsing it
again and again—has lang
been part of the training regj-
mens of college and elite
swimmers. But what about fit-
riess and Masters swimmers?
Can this exercise in self-im-
agery help them train and
race hatter? “Absciutely,” says
sports psychologist Steven
Ungerleider, Ph.D)., author of
Mental Training for Peak Perfor-
mance {Rodale Books, 1996},
“it can help your perfor-

mance, your energy level, and

your enjoymant of the sport.”

The only obstacles, Unger-
leider says, are doubt and
fear. Lots of athietes are skep-
ticai, even afraid, of the value
of suck mentai training. “it
sounds like hocus-pocus to
them,” he says. [t may sound
like hocus-pocus, but it isn't.
Research~—as well as anecdo-
tai experiences of swimmers
like Skinner—has proved that
visuatization works. And white
it may take some time to mas-
ter the technique, it's some-
thing most of us can learn to
do because most of us are
doing it aiready, whether we
know it ar aot.

“Thoughts are always ac-
companiad by images,” says
sports psychologist Alan
Goldberg, £d.0., of Competi-
tive Advantage in Amherst,
Massachusetts. “So in a sense,
we're visualizing all the time.
The trick for improved perfor-
mance is to make # mare for.
mal, not just daydreaming.
You don't have to be a world-
class athlete to do that”

But you do need te follow
a few basic steps that are key
1o harnessing the power of vi-

like defa vu all aver again By John Hanc

sualization and using it to im-
grove your training and race
performances, Hare's what
many sports psychologists,
coaches, and swimmers rac-
ommend,

Virite yoar seript
Visualization has been de-
seribed as “running a movie in
yaur mind's eye.” Every good
flick starts with a good story.
in this case, a good story
equals a geal, What's your
goal as a swimmer? Qnce
you've established it, write it
dowr. “Be as detaiied a3 pos-
sible,” suggests Byron Davis,
assistant swim coach at the
University of Californfa-Los
Angeles. “Use as many senses
as you can--the sounds, the
smalls, even the sting of chio-
ring in your eyes.”

“It's sort of like you're the
director and the star, and you
have to decide how you want
the stary to come aut,” ex-
plains Gokdberg, who also
recammends dictating your
script into a tape recorder
after yau've written it down.

Breathe deeply and refax
Find a quiet place, lie back,
and take a deep breath. |
think breathing is the most
important component of get-
ting prepared ta do any sort
of mental practice,” says
Ungerleider. As you breathe
deeply and fully, start relaxing
your body progressively—
tightening and loosening
evary part of your body,
starting from your toes. This
is important. “if you're anx-
lous, imagery won't work,”
says Goldberg. *The more re-
laxed you: are, the more de-
tailed your images will be, and
the more effective visualiza-
tion will become.”

Hichael Johnion

Piay your mevie

Once you're refaxed, run through your
seript in your mind, If you taped your
script, press “play” on your cassette,
Now, try to see your script come to life
ir your mind's aye. Include all the details
and sensery descriptions. “Let’s say
you're a breaststroker and you're just
cruising down the fane,” says Ungerlei-
der. “Try o see yourself in the pool, see
that you've got your strake underway,
and you're in your rhythm. Feel the en-
argy in your back and chest, Watch your-
self do this in your mind.”

Depending en your race, you may not
want to visualize the whale thing, Skinner
visualized all 49 seconds of his record-
breaking race, but if you're training for a
tanger evant—say, a 2.4-mie swim as
part of an fronman triathlon—you may
want to visualize just the key points in

T the race: start, middie, transition, finish.

Edit your stary

You want a happy ending? You need a
positiva visualization. For years, Davis
would see himsalf breaking down, *i
couldn't visualize myself richly enough to
beat me,” he says. “l was always faise-
starting in my mind, or somebody would
touch me out.” Finally, he decided to
change his image. “| would lat the sce-
nario run freely,” ha says. “Then | would
visualize i running out, Bke the end of a
tape. And I'd visualize myself taking it off
a ree! and throwing it in the trash. Then
I'd start with a new, positive mental
image.” Davis’ new mental movie was a
blockbuster—it helped him qualify for
the 1996 Clympic trials,

Practice patience ‘
Daing what Davis did takes time and
practice. “lmagery is a skill,” says Gold-
berg. “People may not be able o get
that detaifed at first. But the more you
practice, the easier it gets.”

At first, Goldberg says, try visvaliza-
tion sessions of five to 10 minutes. if
your goat is a race, don't wait unti the
night before the race. Start practicing
long before the big day. Then maybe
you, too, can sit back and watch your
epic urfold. “Visualization can be a pow-
arful tool,” says Goldberg, “It builds con-
fidence, fosters belief in yourself, and
creates a positive expectation.” ®




