
 

Mental Preparation 

Use your brain to improve your performance - You are what you think 

There is power to be gained by simply visualizing yourself as a successful player in real game situations. The 

more I work with and read about successful athletes, the more I am convinced that much of their success 

comes as a result of seeing themselves succeed. It's not an accident and it certainly isn't about having just the 

physical tools. 

The higher up you go in levels of hockey, you will find that there are a lot of players who have good to great 

physical tools. What makes some athletes great is their ability to keep themselves in control even when the 

game isn't going their way. It's their ability to bounce back and not take themselves out of the game just 

because they get themselves in bad situations, or make mistakes. 

I am convinced more than ever that successful athletes have a mental edge that allows them to battle back 

longer and play well even when they don't really have their best stuff working for them. 

Success is about consistency. To be consistent, you must be able to be effective even when you don't have 

everything working for you. There will be days when you just won't have your best stuff, or may be playing 

when you are not at 100%.  It is on those days that your mental toughness is what will carry you to a 

successful outcome. 

Playing Well With Consistency 

Even the best athletes feel that only 25% of the time they will have what they would call their “A Game”.  

When they have it, they will dominate.  They will seem to do everything right, and the game may seem like it 

is happening in slow motion.  50% of the time they will feel decent, but may be playing through distractions 

and injuries.  This may allow them to play well, but not great.  Then there will be the other 25% of the time 

when not much is working for them. But even then, the best athletes will find a way to battle, do the little 

things, and still help their team be successful. 

So remember there will be times when you play, and feel like you are in the zone.  On these days you will 

seem unstoppable.  It's the mental toughness, the other 75% of the time, that makes successful athletes so 

successful. It's during these times when their mental edge, and preparation will carry them. 

That's where the power of visualization comes in. It simply means the more we can visualize ourselves 

succeeding as athletes, the more success we will have. 

Visualization Is Simply Making Mental Movies 

You can think about visualization, or what is sometimes referred to as guided imagery, as simply making 

movies in your mind. You might want to try to think about your mind as a TV and you having the ability to 

direct and produce your own shows.  Use these shows to see yourself playing successfully in every possible 

situation.  Images are events to the body, run them in detail. 

The Mind Doesn't Know Reality From Fantasy 

It's important to understand that your mind cannot distinguish the difference between what is real or what is 

imagined. So, by visualizing ourselves being a successful athlete, you can actually fool your mind into 

thinking you have already experienced yourselves as a successful athlete in just about any situation. 

What the mind can conceive 

And the heart can believe 

You can achieve. 

When you visualize yourself at the rink, playing a great game, it's important that you make the scene as real 

as possible. In other words, you want to use all of your senses. Use your sense of smell, like the smell of the 

arena. Use the feeling of a light breeze on your face as you fly through the neutral zone.  Sense the sounds 

you hear, like the skates cutting the ice, the sound of the puck on your stick, or the fans cheering. 

This helps your mind see each scene you create as being real. The more real it seems, the more it stays with you. 



When You Make Mental Movies - Use Strong Emotion 

The other thing we want to remember about visualization or mental movie making is that we want to create 

these movies using strong emotion. So in the case of maybe getting a big goal, try to feel the strong positive 

emotion you would feel when you would normally score that goal. Maybe you clench your fist or say 

something to yourself. 

Self-Confidence 

Visualizing yourself being successful as an athlete is another way of building self-confidence. Everybody 

knows there is a definite link between self-confidence and success. Every successful athlete must build 

confidence through years of positive self-talk and constantly reminding themselves of past successful games. 

They see themselves not giving up even when they are not feeling 100%, or when they are not playing their 

best hockey. 

Make Movies about little things as well as big things. 

Don’t always make your movies about scoring goals or making game winning saves.  Make movies about 

good defensive zone plays, making and catching good passes, killing off penalties, playing well without the 

puck, etc. Visualize all of the little things you do to create momentum for your team and take away 

momentum from your opponent.  Let your video clips run past your involvement, so you can see how the 

little things lead to team success.  Visualize yourself making a good line change and the fresh legs of your 

teammate leading to a goal.  Run your video clips long enough to see the team benefit of your play, but don’t 

let them run forever, you want them to be “quick” snapshots. 

Use Past Successes to Create More Success Now 

It is important that you go back and reflect on earlier successful games you have played. Maybe, if you are 

just starting out, you can't think of a successful game. Perhaps there was a successful shift you had or maybe 

something successful you have done in a practice. It doesn't matter. Just reflect back on the great feeling you 

had during those times.  When you visualize past success, you are watching movies that you created in the 

past instead of making new movies, but the concept is the same… seeing yourself in successful situations. 

Remember there is very little difference between your worst performance and your best performance. It 

usually comes down to your mental approach.  Your attitude can dictate how you perform. 

That's why so many successful athletes say that athletics are really 80-90% mental. 

All of these visualization sessions we have are simply about taking mental movies or snapshots that we can 

use as models. On game days we can reflect and see ourselves in those situations.  See yourself in the perfect 

D zone position, battling to gain possession on the boards, making the great pass, going hard through the 

neutral zone, be the one going hard to the net, getting the shot off quick, and getting the game winning goal. 

Your Mind Is Like a Super Computer - Why Not Use It To Make You A Better Athlete 

Just remember how powerful your mind really is. They say it takes only 1/100,000th of a second to search 

your brain's database for anything you want to remember. So when you have built up a large file of 

successful performances, you can use these mental snapshots as a blueprint for becoming a successful 

athlete.  It doesn’t matter if those snapshots or movie clips are real or imagined.  In the split second you need 

that lift, your body won’t know the difference. 

Relax & Focus 

I am convinced that athletes who can relax and focus during a game will have a much greater chance of 

consistent success. The ability to let go of mistakes, stay positive, and focus on future success is crucial. 

When an athlete is finished playing a big game they will usually feel relieved and yet almost exhausted. But 

the exhaustion comes not so much from the physical energy used up but from the mental drain expended by 

constantly focusing on what they are doing every minute. This ability to focus or lock in on every stride and 

every shift is what makes consistent winners. 



One Shift at a Time 

A successful hockey player understands that spending time making mental movies (seeing yourself doing 

positive things on the ice) is a powerful tool.   

Use those sessions not just as a way of seeing yourself being successful but also see yourself working 

through tough situations. See yourself making the constant adjustments such as adjusting to games, rinks, 

officials, opponents. You just aren't going to be dominating every time you play no matter how well you 

prepare yourself. If you continue to practice making adjustments in real game situations you can still be 

effective enough to play well and have success. 

Make it a part of your regular routine each week like shooting pucks, stickhandling, or your conditioning. 

Don't wait until just before the big game to do this. Do a little every day. It only takes ten minutes. 

How and Where To Make Your Own Mental Movies 

The important thing is to find a place where there are no distractions. You may want to use headphones, and 

play some music to limit external distractions.  

But before we begin our mental movie making session, we need to get ourselves in a very relaxed state using 

some deep breathing and relaxation techniques. This only takes about a minute, but it is important. It has 

been proven that when you are relaxed and completely calm your mind will be more acceptable to 

permanently imprinting your movies so that they can be easily recalled whenever you need them. 

So find a place to relax. Preferably a comfortable chair. Sit up so you are relaxed but alert.  When you start 

your breathing focus on a good long inhale, and a good long exhale (2-3 seconds each).  It may also be 

helpful to think of your breathing in this way:  When you inhale think of drawing in power and positive 

energy into your body, when you exhale you let go of any negative thoughts you have.  When you are 

relaxed you can begin your visualization session. 

When you start your visualization, be specific.  Begin with your pre-game routine, and how you prepare 

yourself for competition.  See yourself walking into the rink, pay attention to the sounds & smells, walk with 

confidence you know this is going to be a good day.  Know your opponent, what to expect, what their 

tendencies are, and what you will need to do to be successful.  See yourself making plays in every aspect of 

the game (i.e. cheering on teammates, defensive zone, moving without the puck).  When you make plays feel 

the emotion that comes with it.  Learn to control your emotions so that you are ready for your next shift.   

You can also focus on areas of your game that need to improve.  If it’s your D Zone coverage, see yourself 

making different plays in many different situations.  If you need to improve on your pass catching skills, see 

yourself catching different passes with repetition.  Spend time each day making mental movies, and be sure 

that your movies are always positive.  

Consider positive visualization whenever you have time for it. 

 As you awaken and start your day; 

 Prior to practices or competitions; 

 Between shifts hockey players can be visualizing their response to everything happening on 

the ice as if they were out there 

 When traveling to and from games, practices and school; 

 Instead of watching TV. (especially commercials); 

 Prior to falling asleep each night 

Game Day 

Reminders for getting mentally ready for each game so you know going in what your game plan is and how 

to carry out your pre-game goals.  

First of all, have a specific routine for getting ready for each game. Not only does it make you feel 

responsible, but also it helps keep you in control of what you are doing. So, design your own routine and 

stick to it. 



Doing Your Visualization Before Games 

Make sure you leave plenty of time to get to the rink and get yourself stretched out and loosened up.  

Your pre-game warm-up starts 3-4 hours before game time with a good pre-game meal.  Make sure you use 

your pre-game time wisely.  Your goal is to get your mind, body, and team ready to play its best.  

Know your opponent; know what is being asked of you that day.  Know what situations you may be asked to 

perform that day (i.e. PP, PK, 6 on 5 Empty Net, 4 on 4, Face-off’s).  Take into consideration the 

characteristics of the team you will play that day, and see those players in your mental movies.  Set goals for 

the game, each period, and each shift, evaluate those as the game is in progress. 

Develop A Pre-Shift Routine 

Work on your pre-shift routine. Let's review a good pre-shift routine so we can bring it into each game: 

After a shift use your breathing techniques to regain your focus.   

Review your shift, make sure you focus more on the positive aspects rather than the negative.  Remember 

what you did well on a particular shift and build off of it. 

Talk with your line-mates about strategy, what the other team is doing, and what you can do better as a 

group.  It’s not about what your teammates are doing wrong, it’s about what you can all do better as a group 

next time. 

Set a goal for your next shift. 

Now take a deep breath to relax. Remember when you inhale draw in positive energy, and feel that energy 

stretch out to your arms & legs it will make you a powerful player.  When you exhale blow out any negative 

feelings you have about your game or performance. 

Verbalize your responsibilities.  When you get on the ice don’t think just react to the game.  Use your down 

time in between shifts to refocus. 

One other helpful tool to use between shifts is to use self-talk to get you in a positive state of mind. 

The Power Of Using Self-Talk (Between Shifts) 

Little phrases before and after each shift like: 

"Quick shot" 

"Move my feet" 

"Focus" 

"Relax and let go" 

"Today's my day" 

"Move the puck” 

"Trust your Instincts" 

"I'm having fun" 

"I'm in charge" 

"One shift at a time" 

"I'm fast" 

"This is my game" 

"I'm tough and play through 

adversity" 

"I’m strong on the puck" 

"I win the 1 on 1 battles 

"Eyes up" 

"Go hard to the net” 

"See the play" 

"See the ice" 

"Rebound" 

“Play good D” 

“Don’t stare at the puck” 

“Don’t chase” 

“Get under sticks

 

Make up your own set of little phrases that you can pull out to keep you focused or to get you back on 

track. 

Getting into the Game 

The first thing we want to do is get in the game early.  Get a shot or a good pass during your first shift.  

Focus on good speed and positioning, make the first few shifts short. 

Make sure you channel your energy, and focus on your responsibilities. 

Focus on the little things that build into big things. 

Try to react while playing and do your processing/evaluation between shifts and periods. 

Lastly, no matter what happens – don’t get down on yourself –always battle back and stay positive!!!! 


