Mental Performance: Powerful Self-Talk
(Made with Gemini)
Pre-race jitters are a universal experience for swimmers, from age-groupers to Olympians.1 The silence of the ready room can often be the hardest part of the meet.
Using intentional self-talk allows you to take control of the "internal script" that usually runs on autopilot.2 Here are four powerful strategies to help you channel your energy effectively before you step onto the blocks.

1. Cognitive Reframing: "Anxiety is Excitement"
One of the most effective tools is simple relabeling. Physiologically, fear and excitement feel almost identical: racing heart, butterflies, and sweaty palms.
· The Strategy: Instead of telling yourself "Calm down" (which rarely works), tell yourself "I am excited" or "My body is getting ready to go fast."
· Why it works: It shifts your mindset from a state of "threat" to a state of "challenge." You aren't trying to suppress your energy; you’re directing it.
2. Instructional Self-Talk (The "Process" Cues)
When the stakes are high, it’s easy to obsess over the finish time or the person in the next lane. Instructional self-talk pulls your focus back to the technical elements you can actually control.3
· The Strategy: Pick 2–3 "cue words" for different phases of the race.
· The Start: "Explode" or "Tight streamline."4
· The Middle: "High catch" or "Drive the hips."
· The Finish: "No breath" or "Wall."
· Why it works: It prevents "paralysis by analysis" and keeps your brain occupied with execution rather than outcome.
3. Affirmation of Preparation
Doubt often creeps in right before a big race. You might wonder if you did enough yardage or if your taper worked. You need to remind yourself of the "banked" work.
· The Strategy: Use "I" statements that lean on your history.
· "I have done the work."
· "I am built for the back half of this race."
· "I belong in this heat."
· Why it works: It builds self-efficacy. By acknowledging your past training, you give your brain evidence that success is a logical conclusion, not a lucky accident.
4. The "Second Person" Shift
Research suggests that talking to yourself in the second person ("You") is more effective for high-pressure performance than using the first person ("I").
· The Strategy: Talk to yourself like you are your own coach.
· "You’ve got this, [Name]." * "You know exactly how to swim this 200."
· "You are ready to hurt for this."
· Why it works: It provides a degree of psychological distance, allowing you to view the situation more objectively and less emotionally.

Comparison of Self-Talk Styles
	Style
	Best Used For...
	Example Phrase

	Instructional
	Technical precision and pacing
	"Long strokes, snap the turns."

	Motivational
	Boosting effort and grit
	"Find another gear."

	Reframing
	Managing pre-race nerves
	"This adrenaline is my fuel."

	Confidence
	Reducing doubt
	"I am the strongest finisher here."



A Pro Tip: Avoid "Negative" self-talk, even if it sounds helpful. For example, instead of saying "Don't go out too fast," say "Stay controlled on the first 50." The brain struggles to process the word "don't" under stress and often only hears the action that follows it.
Sources:
https://www.swimmingworldmagazine.com/news/how-pre-race-nerves-can-be-used-to-a-swimmers-advantage/
https://magsdepetris.com/blog/what-to-say-when-you-talk-to-yourself-summary/
https://optimumjoy.com/blog/4-types-of-self-talk-involved-in-sports-performance-zach-seifert/
https://swimswam.com/simple-trick-stop-freaking-behind-blocks/
