MENTAL TRAINING
In the previous two months we looked at the importance of relaxation before and in that important race. With the upcoming Comrades I thought it may be a good idea to talk a little more on the mostly neglected but essential aspect of mental training for an important race. This aspect does not only apply to those runners who will finish at the front of races. No, performance in any race that requires a mental effort, ie which will involve the body having to deal with stress and/or pain, will benefit from mental training.

The greatest Olympic distance runner around the 1920’s, Paavo Nurmi, said: “Mind is everything – muscles pieces of rubber. All that I am, I am because of my mind.” If you are aiming at some goal that you know requires “going where you have not gone before”, may I ask you how much mental training you have done? How do we know that we are mentally prepared for that challenge or are we leaving it to our bodies to overcome the negativity, fear, etc, that detracts from our performance? The well-known Professor Tim Noakes, talking about a 25-year study in understanding the determinants of success in running, says, “In time we came to the conclusion that the brain was in charge and that it regulated the exercise performance…” Yes, the mental requirements of a race are at least as important in our preparation for our best race or run.

We will only focus on a few practical hints here for the sake of brevity and as it applies to a long-distance race that will test your limits:

Dealing with nervousness before the race

Is it bad to be nervous? No, it is not! But its impact (either positive or negative) will depend on how we deal with that nervousness. So what do you do when nervous or doubting your ability before the race?
· Think of the races when you felt ready and also raced or ran well in and conjure up the same feelings.
· When you have negative thoughts or doubt yourself, focus on those things within your control. In other words think of your strategy and race plan – what YOU are going to do. Rehearse that in your mind, focusing on what you can and should do. Don’t think of what you can’t change (ie your competitors, the weather, the final outcome) – put these thoughts out of your mind.
· Develop a little formula to help remind you of past good performances – I suggest you follow the advice of sports psychologist Mark Cummings (M.D.) by thinking of your best four races, putting their names together in an acronym (eg Hillcrest Marathon, Midlands Marathon, Comrades 2007, and Two Oceans 2008, may become “HiMiCoTo”). Sounds ridiculous? It works. On race morning, use the acronym to remind you of each of these good races, and you will not only take your mind away from pre-race jitters but also reinforce a positive mental attitude for the race.
· As we said last month, try to get your mind off your upcoming race by reading an interesting book or going to the movies, or watching an interesting TV program. Too much rest and lying around can be detrimental as it may lead to fretting or lethargy.
· Cummings says one should actually concentrate on relaxing by determining your state of stress on a “stress-measure”, with 100% meaning maximum stress and 0% meaning no stress. If you think you are at 70%, repeat slowly to yourself 65, 60, 55, 50 and so on between deep breaths as you concentrate on relaxing and saying “relax” every time you exhale, thinking of gradually bringing down the stress until you get to 0%. Now think of what was probably the optimum state of excitement before your best races and gradually bring yourself back to that level with the same method, except that now your thoughts are on your race plan and your previous good races (as per the acronym reminder above). Again, it may sound silly and you may have to do this with no one watching – but it works!    
· Importantly, remember that it is only you who can truly bring pressure on yourself. When one realizes this one is also able to take control over it.
· Actively banish a fearful thought by isolating yourself, closing your eyes and “putting yourself” in some peaceful scene (use all your senses observing the scene) while you repeat to yourself a statement of confidence over and over to counteract the fear or the self-doubt – for example, “I am calm, I run with minimum effort, I am confident, I have trained well, I am ready to do my best”.
· Read over your training log the day before the race in order to remind yourself of the hard work you have put in and your preparedness. This should also boost your confidence.
· Make a list of reasons why you are ready for the race - a list of ten reasons, written down, will suffice. This exercise will build your confidence.
· The very best mental technique is to constantly remind yourself that you are here to perform at your very best and that you are competing against yourself and no one else. Such thoughts are able to rid you of a lot of tension and pressure. Go for your own personal goal, not one set by anyone else.
Finally, remember that mental toughness in stressful situations mean that you are:

· Thinking positively, calmly and clearly;

· Remaining focused;

· In complete control of your emotions; and

· Exhibiting an ideal internal state of mind (for example, determined, self-confident, optimally aggressive, and able to reign in any negative thoughts). 

There’s so much more to say, but these few practical hints are intended to assist you in your race. 

I would also like to acknowledge CA Garfield (Peak Performance) and E Fee (The Complete Guide to Running) as further resources used for this article.       
May Comrades or that important next race show that you are starting to tap into the mental attitude and techniques that will provide you with the best possible performance.  

George Bradley (For any correspondence regarding this article or coaching, e-mail me at georgecrbradley@gmail.com.   
