MARATHON RACING PSYCHOLOGY FOR CLUB PADDLERS





TARGETS AND GOALS





Performance outcome goals.





1.   Decide where you want to end up.  


First, decide what might be possible if you are stretched to the full ie your "dream" goal.  


Second, set a realistic performance outcome (ie final placing or personal time) goal based on your competitive background, current skill and ability level and motivation for improvement.  


Third, set a goal of overall self-acceptance, regardless of performance outcome in order to deal constructively with unmet goals.  If you decide in advance that you can still accept yourself even if your time/place is disappointing you will be less likely to worry during the race and allow anxiety and stress to lead to poor performance.  Worry comes from fear of failure and once you are able to accept yourself regardless of what others may think of your performance on a given day you are less likely to have your performance affected by anxiety.





Personal control goals.





2.   Worrying about what is beyond your control is unproductive.  You must focus on yourself and on the factors within your control.  You cannot control the course conditions (ie water levels, water flow, weed etc), the wind direction or the performance of the other competitors.  You can control your technique, your judgement of pace and your mental attitude during the race.





Orientation for the competition day.





3.   As the race nears forget your dream goal and focus only on those factors within your control.  No matter how well you perform there can be only one winner in each category.  You must focus on giving 100% to your performance on the day and on what will give you the highest probability of success.  Concentrate on seeing how good you can be on the day, going as fast as you can consistently over the full distance, pushing yourself to the limit of your physical and mental endurance and perhaps beyond, giving all you have, racing your race etc.





Goals for competition day.





4.   Although your goal may be to win in your category, you must not think about winning at the start or during the race because you will lose your focus on what you need to do in order to win.  Thinking about winning can help to motivate some paddlers before an event (although it could increase the stress of the situation for others) but on the start line you must shift your focus to that which is within your control and concentrate on your own performance and your race plan.  Do not worry about what other competitors are doing during the race, race your best race and concentrate on getting to the finish in the fastest most efficient way possible for yourself.  This will enable you to remain relaxed and concentrate on your own technique and pace.  Focusing on winning tends to heighten anxiety and interfere with your ability to relax and maintain good technique.





Training the ideal mental state for competition.





5.   Training should prepare you for performing in a race, not performing in training.  Training goals should prepare you mentally and physically to meet the demands of competition such as focusing appropriately, dealing with distractions, controlling your activation level, thinking positively, and extending your limits.  This also means developing a pre-competition plan, a competition focus plan and a refocusing plan.  It also means time trials, race simulations and post race evaluations.  If you are skilled, very fit and you have a poor race, it is not very effective to practice more technique, train harder or with more intensity in preparation for the next.  You should concentrate on your mental state before the race and your focus within it.  Likewise, if you have had a good race, you need to reflect on your mental state before and during the event with a view to repeating such a performance next time.





Today's training goals.





6.   Setting physical training goals for each training session is important but it is equally important to approach these goals as positively as you can psychologically (eg with intensity, concentration, positiveness).  You must not merely go through the motions of training but approach the efforts with 100% intensity and total concentration on producing high quality efforts.  Clearly it helps to know in advance what you intend to do and why and what you expect to do in the next session so that you are organised and ready from the moment of arrival for the training session.





MENTAL PLANS





7.   Your mental state will affect your performance and decide whether you achieve the potential that your physical conditioning will allow.  Your thoughts, images and mental patterns act as a control mechanism as they precede the bodily action/reaction.  Negative thought is particularly effective in destroying skilled performance.  It is difficult for the body to achieve its full potential if the brain is saying "can't", "won't" or "not able to".  You must avoid or eliminate mental directives or self-suggestions that are negative or self-defeating (eg "I do not expect to do well", "I will never be that good", "I will probably blow it").  Positive, determined and focused thoughts, images and mental directives will help the body to respond as you would like it to and more consistently.





Developing the mental plan.





8.   Pre-competition phase.





     a.  Psychological warm-up.  This will get you into the right mental state before the start.  You want to strengthen the feeling of being prepared in order to confirm your confidence in your preparation and in yourself.  You need to avoid the intrusion of self-defeating thoughts that could raise your worry level, lower your confidence or interfere with your race focus.





     b.  Pre-start focus.  Includes a brief reminder on the start line of your event focus plan, an adjustment of your activation level and a focus on the first move you will make.





9.  Competition phase.





     a.  Event focus.  Concentrate on what and when to focus your attention during the race.





     b.  Event refocus.  How to get back on track if your focus drifts through distraction, error or a setback.





     c.  Extending limits.  You need to make a commitment to extend yourself and have cues to push your limits at critical points.





PRE-COMPETITION PLAN





Pre-event psychological preparation.





10.  Realistic self-suggestions.  Pre-event positive thinking should be grounded in reality based on real strengths and not on wishful thinking.  Concentrate on how well you have prepared, on your known capacity to push yourself to the limit, on previous occasions when you have performed well, on your capacity to repeat such excellent performance, your readiness, ability, commitment etc.  All these should be included in your psychological warm-up.





11.  Imagery.





     a.  The closer you get to the race, the more important it is to focus specifically on the task that lies directly before you.  A mental review of the race plan should be part of the psychological warm-up.  Examples of positive self-suggestions (assuming that you have physically prepared yourself for the event) are: “I have prepared extremely well for this both physically and psychologically”; “I can adapt to any environmental condition and will not allow the wind, weather or the other competitors to affect me”; “My goal is realistic and I can achieve it and I will not let anything distract me”; “Follow the race plan”; “Extend yourself”; “I am ready”; “I am the best”; “Do it!”





     b.  Your immediate pre-start thoughts can focus on the task (race my race), on a final positive thought (I am totally prepared, I know I can do it) or on your final activation level (breath out slowly and think “relax”)





12.  Final task focus.





Race my race


Think about what you are doing not what others are doing


Concentrate





13.  Final Positive thought.





I am totally prepared, I know I can do it


Go out and do what you are capable of doing


I will perform better than ever before


I am the best, I am at my best


I can do it, just go out and do it





14.  Final activation control





Breathe, relax, calm down


Relax, you know you will do well


Calm, control





COMPETITION FOCUS PLAN





15.  Divide your race into sequential focus points.  The first would be the start with the focus on getting the boat moving and setting off steadily until fully warmed up.  The next would be to concentrate on maintaining the agreed race pace.  





Extending your limits.





16.  As very little separates paddlers at the very highest level, it is very important to prepare psychologically to push yourself in the latter stages of a race.   At this point all paddlers will experience muscles burning with fatigue - some will push beyond it, others will not.  For the trained paddler, muscles screaming with fatigue do not represent a physical risk, nor are they a valid indication that there is nothing left in the muscle.  It is a question of drawing on your reserves and calling on your willpower to continue.  Committing yourself to do this before the race will help as will highly energised cue words for when it happens.  Fatigue is usually accompanied by negative self-talk, which must be eradicated by energising cues that must be stated forcefully with emotion to overcome the negative thoughts.  Examples are:





CUE WORDS.   "Go Go"; "Push"; "Extend"; "Do it, Do it, Go for it"; "Power, Power"; "I can, I can".





THOUGHTS.   "Don't give an inch"; You have trained too hard to give up now"; "There's no tomorrow"; "It will be all over in another “x” hours/minutes"





FOCUS POINTS.   Count strokes; focus on the next turn, lock, portage, checkpoint etc





17.  Developing a competition strategy to push or extend your limits is critical and you should train to push to your limit so that your mind can cue the response you want and your body becomes trained to perform under these demanding conditions.  There is no point in training long and hard for an event and then not fully extend yourself during the final hours of that race.  It will hurt, it will burn, your muscles will scream for you to ease up, you will feel completely exhausted temporarily - but it will not kill you.  There is no point crossing the line at the finish knowing that you could or should have done more.





PRE-COMPETITION REFOCUSING





18.  A refocusing plan helps you refocus away from unwanted external distractions or internal distractions such as worries, self-doubt and self-putdowns.





19.  You will not perform at your best in a race or in training if you allow relatively unimportant thoughts, disturbances or hassles distract you.  If the annoyance etc is beyond your control or you are unable to deal with it immediately you can symbolically put it aside temporarily whilst you train or compete.  Having mentally put the problem aside you should breathe deeply, relax and focus on something within your control such as what you plan to do.  If you have a proven refocusing plan it helps to prevent minor irritations etc from interfering with your potential performance and keep them in perspective.  Waking up feeling that you are not going to have a good day can become a self-fulfilling prophecy unless you have a refocusing plan as the thought is the forerunner of the deed.  For your body to perform as it has been trained you need to shift your mental focus away from any negative images, instructions or expectations.  Instruct yourself to "Stop" or "Snap out of it" as soon as you are aware of negative thoughts etc.  Replace the negative images etc with reminders of your best performances or give yourself positive, self-enhancing instructions.





20.  Finding your own space.  In case you are distracted or experience self-doubts you should establish a time before the race to snap into your competition focus and get ready to do what you have trained to do.  At that time you begin to concentrate on the present, ignore the past and start your preparation procedure.





REFOCUSING AT THE EVENT





Refocusing within the competition.





21.  As soon as you get caught up in distractions, negative self-talk or self-putdowns during the race, you must put them aside (or it will hinder your performance) as quickly as possible and focus back on what is likely to help your performance.  After a poor start, others getting away more quickly, a wobble in the wind, a capsize etc you need to refocus before it adversely affects your performance.  It is easier to "pick it up" and then settle back to the correct pace than to slow down in the face of a problem, get behind and then have to catch up.  If you allow the fact that others may get a better start to grab your focus and begin to worry about it, your race will be over as you mentally "give up".  If you know that you are strong in the second part of the race, you can refocus by imagining passing everyone in the second half and combining it with thoughts such as "stay on race pace", "you're better in the 2nd half" or "they will die later".  As you cannot control the past, you must focus ahead on what is within your control, forget what has already happened and replace negative or self-defeating thoughts with a positive race focus for the remainder of the race.





Developing your own refocusing plan





22.  The personal plans you make or don't make and the self-talk or focus you engage in before and during the race all affect your performance.  You need to get into the right frame of mind before the event and stay focused within the event if you wish to achieve your goal for the event.  You must have a plan for coping with little problems, for staying focused and positive.  You need to have a refocusing plan for dealing with poor results (eg behind schedule) or negative intrusions (eg tiredness).  Draw on your past experience for appropriate refocusing strategies.  Practice them in training and adapt as necessary to meet your own needs before attempting it in a race.  You should go into a race with a plan which you know works for you so that you will have added confidence in your mental preparation





23.  Consistent Thoughts and Focus.  Consistency in performance is achieved by having a pre-competition plan and competition focus plan which you follow systematically.  An effective refocusing plan is also required to deal with external hassles that affect your constructive thinking.





24.  Choosing your course.  You can choose how you feel, think or focus.  Choose to feel positive and not to work against yourself.  You are in control of yourself both mentally and physically.  You are how you feel.  If you choose to adopt a tired, fed-up, frustrated, discontented, angry attitude, you should not be surprised if your performance is not up to your usual standard!  When trying to remind yourself of what you can do, you should say/think/imagine your reminders with emotion, with force in order to overcome any nagging self-doubt.


