
 

Dealing with Race-day Stress 

 

1. Be Well-prepared  A great deal of stress comes from the feeling that you 

aren’t prepared. Working hard in practice, getting adequate sleep, eating 

well, and staying hydrated can all give you a sense of confidence that 

you’ve done everything possible to do your best. Also be prepared to get to 

the meet on time and ready to go. Get everything you need out the night 

before. Talk to your parents to make sure they know the arrival time and 

have the directions. Running around looking for socks when you should be 

getting into the car, or getting lost on the way will not put you in a 

confident, relaxed state of mind.  

2. Have a Routine  A big competition can “feel” different. One way you can 

lessen that feeling is to make the event as normal as possible. Having a 

routine is a way to normalize it. This is why we do the same warm-up for 

practices and meets. Before the race you have things to do, and they are 

always the same and done at the same time.  

3. Focus on Process, Not Outcome  When you think about the race, focus on 

the things you can control. Don’t waste time thinking about how windy it is 

or how fast your competition is. Those things are beyond your control. 

Focus on parts of the race that you can control such as how fast you will 

run the first 50 meters, what strategy you will use to run a hill, or what 

parts of the course will be good places to surge. You may even want to 

close your eyes and visualize yourself running the race. Those thoughts will 

help you to feel more in control and more confident. 

4. Keep Things in Perspective  You are not defined by one race or even all 

your races. They are one small part of your life, and not the most important 

part either. You are a son or daughter, a friend, a student, and a person 

loved by God. Even if you have your worst race ever, your parents, friends, 

coach, and God will still love you. If anyone stops loving you because of a 

bad race, the problem is not you, it’s them. Thanking God for your abilities 

and praying for peace and joy as you run is also a great way to keep things 

in perspective.  



5. Control Your Thoughts  You have the power to decide what you think 

about. Your brain and body tend to believe what you tell them, so tell 

yourself positive messages and not negative ones. Negative thoughts will 

pop into your mind occasionally. This is normal, so don’t let it upset you. 

Simply recognize the thought and calmly dismiss it. Then make a conscious 

effort to tell yourself positive messages. For instance, if the thought comes 

to mind, “I hope I don’t blow it and let my teammates down.” Say to 

yourself, “I’m only thinking that because I’m nervous. I’m going to do well 

today. I practiced hard this week, and I’m ready for this race.” 

6. Control Your Breathing  Take deep slow breaths to help you stay calm. 

Breath in to a count of four and breath out to a count of four. “Deep 

breathing stimulates the parasympathetic nervous system, which is 

responsible for calming us down.”1 

 

1”Clearing Ahead,” Runners World, July 2007, pages 49-50. 


