
How mental training can give you the winning edge

Mind games should be an important part of your lifestyle regime.
By Jesse Sakires

Mental training never seems to get the appreciation it deserves.

We’ve all heard the phrase “the game is 70% mental and 30% physical” or something like it.
And some athletes subscribe to—even swear by—the use of mental imagery to enhance their
personal performance.

But if you’re like the majority of people out there, mental training doesn’t play a pivotal role in
your regime. Very few take advantage of the full potential mental training can offer, despite the
fact that it can have a massive and positive impact on one’s performance.

So, why aren’t you factoring a “mental game plan” into your training strategy?

Personally speaking, I think most people recognize that their mental attitude is important;
otherwise, we wouldn’t have clichés such as the 70%-30% one above. Maybe people just don’t
understand exactly what mental training is—or how to use it. In my view, mental training is
mouthing people can and should use to their advantage. Clichés aside, I fully support the 70-
30 theory because it makes sense to me: the body obeys the mind and if the mind isn’t
focused, the outcome can’t be certain.

So what exactly is mental training?

Mental training can take many forms. These include imagery, self-talk and goal setting, to
name a few. Each method serves a variety of purposes; from controlling emotions such as
nervousness and anxiety to increasing confidence—factors that can have a dramatic impact on
performance.

Imagery, the method most commonly associated with mental training, is a complex and
multifaceted technique.

What is imagery?
Imagery may be defined as using all the sense to create or re-create an experience in the
mind.

This definition includes three important considerations:
1. The image must be create or re-created; this is fairly straightforward.
2. The image must use all of the senses. This means one should see, hear smell, taste,

and feel the desired outcome when engaging in the imaging experience.
3. Finally the image must be an experience that is played out in the mind without external

stimuli. For example, if a hockey player is visualizing a shot on net, there is no need to



hold a prop such as a stick; these elements should be present and tangible in the
imagination only.

What can imagery do for you?
Much research has been done to determine if imagery has a positive influence on athletes.
Generally speaking, it is widely accepted that using imagery can improve performance.
Athletes practicing mental imagery have been observed to demonstrate increased physical
skills, including improved accuracy in basketball, scoring, improved service technique in tennis
and volleyball, greater agility in martial arts, and a host of other specific areas of measurable
improvement.

Imagery also can be used as a practice tool, especially when traditional practice is not
possible. Preparatory imagery—imagery used immediately before performance—can facilitate
performance of the skill you are visualizing.

In general, imagery has the potential to improve one’s performance and learning. Imagery also
has been shown to enhance competition-related thoughts and emotions. This is important
because performance is greatly influenced by what an athlete is thinking and feeling.

Research supports the effectiveness if imagery in enhancing self-confidence as well as
motivation. There is also support for imagery as an aid in controlling an athlete’s pre-
competitive anxiety. Some forms of imagery are effective in changing athlete’s perceptions of
anxiety from negative to facilitative and challenging. Many sport psychologists agree than an
ability to control one’s anxiety prior to a competition is essential to performance.

How does imagery work?
There are many different ways of explaining how imagery works. One is that imagery helps an
individual develop a mental blueprint of the action required by creating a motor program in the
nervous system. This blueprint can make the action more familiar to the athlete and perhaps
easier when it comes time to execute the actual performance. Another commonly held view is
that similar impulses occur in the brain and muscles when athletes imagine the movements
without actually performing them.


