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   When we discuss better ways to have a great performance in a long distance race, many issues such as training , nutrition, strength conditioning, shoes, etc…are always top topics for most runners.  What is often neglected but is one of the top areas which needs conditioning is the six pounds of gray matter between our ears, the brain.  A runner can focus on many areas to improve their running performance, but all physical performances start with brain power and finding time to practice some brain power drills will have positive effects on your athletic achievement.

  A new area of improving sport performance, which has been growing over the past twenty years is in the area of sport psychology. Most professional and Olympic class athletes are always trying to find an edge over their competition and constantly finding ways to improve.  Most sport teams and the Olympic training center employ full time sport psychologists to help their athletes. Don’t think of sports psychology as way out of range for the recreational athlete. Many of the drills which I will discuss can be practiced by the recreational athlete and by practicing for a few minutes a day or during your training runs will help you overcome a lot of difficult patches which may arise in any long endurance event. 

  For most of you, the ½ marathon will take between 2-2 ½ hours and the marathon will be 4-6 hours long.

In training for the races we slowly build up our long run days to train our muscles and aerobic system to handle more and more work at one time.  During that time, our minds can have trouble focusing on all the variables which can arise such as the feelings from lacic acid building up, muscle soreness form fatigue, inclement weather, which can all effect our mental concentration. If you let some of the discomforts of the long run get the best of you and you give in to them, running performance in your race will suffer.   These patches of troubled spots in a long run can be minimized and overcome by conditioning the brain. As a result, the run will become more enjoyable and you will be able to run closer to your true physical potential.   There is an old saying “fatigue makes cowards of us all”.  Most of the time we are in much better shape than how we perform but not enough time was spent on training the brain and once the body started experiencing some feelings of discomfort, we gave in to it and overall performance suffers.  The brain is like any other muscle or system in our body that is used in athletics and must be trained to fuction at it’s best on race day.

   Psychological Tips From the Experts:

1) Find Your Motivation and Focus on it.  Runners come into the program for various reasons.  Some enter to say they finished a marathon, others to raise as much money for the cause or a special individual.  Find the true reason of why you are putting in the hours of training and keep repeating the cause to yourself during training and the race to keep your mind focused on the task at hand. Also are you here to finish the distance or do you have a specific time in mind.

2) Strategy.  Knowing the distance you have to run (13.1/26.2 miles) and following the training schedule which is laid out for you gives a general blueprint how you are to train.  Everything that is going to be done well has to have a specific game plan on how success will be achieved. When running long distances ,or any big job for that matter, it is best to break big accomplishment into small sections.  Instead of running 26.2 miles at one time, think in terms of running 3 mile segments and within the 3 mile segments, walking breaks mixed with the runs will help you overcome the BIG run. Before you know it , you have completed a longer run than you thought you could achieve.  In 1992, I was able to run for 24 straight hours around the Spectrum in 25 degree weather. In that time, I covered 117 miles (460 laps).  I was able to overcome the ‘big job’  by breaking the 24 hours into 1 hour segments with a 5 min rest at end of each hour. This was easier on my mind than thinking I have to run for 24 straight hours.  Along with the physical pace of running itself, strategy also involves all the extras as far as eating, sleeping, injury care, etc…which will make you a successful athlete.     

3) Have a Vision.   All successful accomplishments start with a dream.  Focus on that dream throughout training and during the race and eventually it will become a reality.  Keep the vision positive. The greatest vision may be of you crossing the finish line and being surrounded by fellow teammates and family sharing in your happiness of finishing the race. Keep this vision in your head, especially before falling asleep at night. This is the best time visions are stored in your memory.  Also visualize other aspects of your run, sort of like a dress rehearsal. This whole process is known as “virtual reality” and is a proven successful drill used in sports psychology. It has to be rehearsed and may take up to 6 months to a year to be able to master the technique but has helped many athlete’s performances.

         Rehearsing in your head your relaxed running form, pace, relaxed breathing which will all add up to               

          making it reality and aiding your running performance.  Another technique I use which always helps 

          me is transformation.  I will put on videos of top runners competing in the Boston Marathon or the

          Olympics and study their effortless movement at high speed and transform myself being in their

          shoes.  I will also watch some movies with running themes like, “Chariots of Fire” and the powerful

          sound track along with the runners movements.  When I am having some bad patches in a race, I 

          bring back the sound of the music soundtrack and the sight of the runners on the beach in my head 

          and this will often positively change how I feel and get me through the tough spots in the race.

4) Write It Down.  Part of having a successful strategy, visualization and motivational focus and following through on it is to commit it to paper.  Creating a running diary for the program is great way to have your dreams become reality and chart your progress.  Start with a page devoted to your goals whether it is a certain time, loosing weight, raising so much cash, and make daily logs of your progress. Keeping a log of what helped and hurt your performances will help you overcome any shortcomings, as well as pursue the positives.  Keep track of your daily or weekly progress, and possible setbacks keeps you focused on the end result .Keep track of what you ran, pace, times in races and workouts, how you felt and some little personal comment at the end.  When you successfully complete your goals, you can then look back and see where you where when you started the program and how far you have come in 20 weeks.  I have been keeping a running diary for over 30 years now and it has helped me analyze training strategies, plans and emotionally where I was each year. This has helped me in my athletic as well as personal development.  

5) Develop a List of Cue Words.  When we get physically tired in a long effort, we tend to drift mentally and what suffers is our running form.  When you try to think of too many things at once (called cognitive interference) it will get in the way of performance.  Develop a few cue words will automatically keep your body moving efficiently.  Repeating one word phrases such as ‘arms’ (steady arm swing rhythm), ‘breath’ (making sure you are breathing  deep and in rhythm), ‘lift’ (good knee lift), ‘tall’ (keeping chest out and hips pushed forward to run tall) will reinforce to yourself proper form and focus along the long run.  Practice your cue words and visualize your main motivations in your practice runs will help it become automatic on race day. 

When practicing imagery or (focused daydreaming) it is a drill which is described as “seeing with the minds eye”, but it also uses such senses as hearing, feeling, smelling, and tasting.  The best thing with imagery is that there are no limits to how much an athlete can practice it and the limits and power of one’s mind and imagination are boundless.  The more the athlete can learn to connect the visual with the physical world, the more they will overcome athletic barriers and more successful and consistent positive their performances will be.  

When implementing an Imagery Program

· Find a setting with no distractions (nighttime before sleep or quiet room)

· Achieve a relaxed state 

· Have realistic expectations (sit down with a coach before hand)

· Create the image using as many senses as possible

· Create a specific and vivid image (race at start, check points, finish line, post race celebration)

· Focus on the positive unless the image is used to correct some technical errors

· Image in real time (in the case if a marathon, it may be too long to visualize the entire length but focus on how you will feel at certain parts of the race).

· Practice cue words and positive feedback to your body during practice runs so that the mind controls the body on race day.    

    Training for any endurance event and having a successful outing on race day is a constant battle of the mind coming over all obstacles from body discomforts due to pushing your body to the limits, to many things we can’t control such as weather, problems with the course, etc… The field of sports psychology is a new and expanding field. I just laid out a few tips which may help you become aware how powerful the brain is an how it is closely related to sport performance. If you can spend some time each  week rehearsing in your mind all the aspects of the race, along with focusing on your goals in a diary, the dream of running a half or full marathon will become more of a reality as we approach race day.

