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CONSIDER USING 
TRIGGER W

ORDS  
OR IM

AGES
Verbal triggers are w

ords, phrases, actions, 
gestures or sm

ells that can help sw
im

m
ers 

focus on key aspects of technique. Sym
bolic 

im
ages are m

ental sym
bols or m

odels for desired 
elem

ents of the technique you are wanting to 
achieve, eg, pulling over a barrel to achieve high 
elbow

 on front craw
l. 

Sport psychology consultant Helen Davis 
explains how

 to use visualisation to 
perfect your technique 

I
t’s so irritating! You are 
com

m
itted to training regularly, 

you work hard at drills, and 
you put in lots of effort every 

tim
e you swim

. You have set yourself 
a goal of wanting to im

prove 
your technique; you have 
watched videos, listened 
to your coach, asked 
fellow swim

m
ers 

for their advice, 
yet it just doesn’t 
seem

 to be 
happening…

 
you are getting 
increasingly 
frustrated 
and feeling 
dem

oralised. W
hy is 

getting technique right 
so hard?!

W
hen you are physically 

working hard on drills to im
prove 

technique in the water and whatever 
you try isn’t working, it is worth 
considering a psychological technique 
to help you m

ake im
provem

ents. It 
really is worth it, as if used effectively, 
this psychological tool has consistently 

given good results for athletes in 
a wide range of sports, including 
swim

m
ing. Using visualisation to 

help get that tricky elem
ent of your 

technique right can be really powerful. 
Visualisation is when you use 

your senses to recreate or 
create an experience in 

your m
ind. Th

e power 
of visualisation 

allows you to 
practise an 
elem

ent of 
your technique 
without 
physically having 
to get in water. 

Evidence says that 
the brain cannot 

distinguish between 
an actual event and one 

that we visualise, so if you know 
how you want your technique to be, 
you can train your brain for successful 
outcom

es. 
So how do you do it? Following 

these steps can help you recreate the 
correct technique you are striving for.  

PHYSICAL
Visualisation is m

ost effective when it 
includes all of the senses and experiences 
that would be engaged if you were 
actually swim

m
ing in water. Enhance 

your physical experience by putting on 
your wetsuit, costum

e, hat and goggles 
(even if it feels a bit strange on land!). 

ENVIRONM
ENTAL

Recreating the open water environm
ent 

in your m
ind is really im

portant. 
Close your eyes and im

agine all the 
sounds, sm

ells, feelings and sensations 
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you have in the water. If you find this 
diffi

cult, take a picture next tim
e you 

go and use it as a stim
ulus to visually 

im
print the environm

ent in your m
ind. 

Asking yourself questions such as: what 
can I see? what can I hear?  what can I 
sm

ell? what can I touch? can be useful.

TASK
Th

e task that you are visualising is the 
technique you desire, being m

indful 
that it is appropriate to your skill 
level. Know and research the correct 
technique you want to em

ulate. It 

should be specific to you and your 
personal preferences, focusing on the 
sam

e thoughts, feelings and actions 
as during your usual swim

m
ing. 

Precise tim
ing is key here, so when you 

visualise it, do it in real tim
e. 

EXCEL

H
elen D

avis is 
a sw

im
m

er and 
sport psychology 
consultant w

ho 
w

orks w
ith 

individuals, team
s 

and coaches on 
their sporting 
perform

ance. 
Each m

onth, H
elen w

ill suggest 
psychological techniques to help 
overcom

e diffi
cult open w

ater 
sw

im
m

ing scenarios.
www.thinkbelieveperform

.co.uk
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LEARNING
 

Recognising learning is an im
portant 

com
ponent as you work on visualising 

your technique. W
hen you first 

visualise your stroke, you will probably 
be thinking about m

ovem
ent a great 

deal, therefore your visualising m
ay 

focus heavily upon correct technique 
elem

ents such as hand entry or elbow 
position. H

owever, as you im
prove at 

visualising, update how you visualise. 
You m

ay start to focus less on thinking 
about the specific technique, but m

ore 
on the ‘feel’ of the m

ovem
ent.

EM
OTIONS

Research suggests that including an 
em

otional com
ponent by including 

the m
eaning you attach to the scenario 

should be included for optim
al 

behavioural change to take place. Take 
care to ensure positive em

otions are felt 
during visualisation. N

egative thoughts 
can be dealt with by replacing them

 
with positive ones; for exam

ple, the 
excitem

ent you m
ight feel at perfecting 

your new technique and the speed you 
would then go.  

PERSPECTIVE
Th

is refers to the way you view the 
visualisation and which perspective 
is the m

ost effective for you. Viewing 
from

 an internal perspective is the 
sam

e as what you would experience 
if physically swim

m
ing. An external 

perspective is an outside-of-body or 
videotape perspective. Visualising 
internally is m

ore likely to be 
successful with technique and will help 
you gain that ‘feel’ you are after 

PRACTISE!
Just like m

ost thin
g

s, 
p

ra
ctisin

g
 visualisation 

if d
on

e d
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con

sisten
tly w

ill yield
 

im
provem

ents  a
n

d
 

p
rog

ress. C
elebrate the 

successes you ha
ve w

ith 
visua

lisin
g

, b
y n

oticin
g

 
a

ll the sm
a

ll step
s of 

progress to technique  
im

p
rovem

en
t.  
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