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Sport psychology consultant Helen Davis
explains how to use visualisation to
perfect your technique

t’s so irritating! You are

committed to training regularly,

you work hard at drills, and

you put in lots of effort every
time you swim. You have set yourself
a goal of wanting to improve

given good results for athletes in

a wide range of sports, including
swimming. Using visualisation to
help get that tricky element of your

technique right can be really powerful.

Visualisation is when you use

your technique; you have your senses to recreate or
watched videos, listened create an experience in

to your coach, asked
fellow swimmers

of visualisation
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demoralised. Why is
getting technique right
50 hard?!

When you are physically
working hard on drills to improve
technique in the water and whatever
you try isn’t working, it is worth
considering a psychological technique
to help you make improvements. It
really is worth it, as if used effectively,
this psychological tool has consistently
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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
outcomes.

So how do you do it? Following
these steps can help you recreate the
correct technique you are striving for.

your mind. The power

—

PHYSICAL

Visualisation is most effective when it
includes all of the senses and experiences
that would be engaged if you were
actually swimming in water. Enhance
your physical experience by putting on
your wetsuit, costume, hat and goggles
(even if it feels a bit strange on land!).

ENVIRONMENTAL

Recreating the open water environment
in your mind is really important.

Close your eyes and imagine all the
sounds, smells, feelings and sensations
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you have in the water. If you find this
difficult, take a picture next time you
go and use it as a stimulus to visually
imprint the environment in your mind.
Asking yourself questions such as: what
can I see? what can I hear? what can I
smell? what can I touch? can be useful.

TASK

The task that you are visualising is the
technique you desire, being mindful
that it is appropriate to your skill
level. Know and research the correct
technique you want to emulate. It
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CONSIDER USING
TRIGGER WORDS
OR IMAGES

Verbal triggers are words, phrases, actions,
gestures or smells that can help swimmers

focus on key aspects of technique. Symbolic
images are mental symbols or models for desired

elements of the technique you are wanting to
achieve, eg, pulling over a barrel to achieve high
elbow on front crawl.

should be specific to you and your ANA
personal preferences, focusing on the AA
same thoughts, feelings and actions

as during your usual swimming.

Precise timing is key here, so when you

visualise it, do it in real time.

EXCEL

LEARNING

Recognising learning is an important
component as you work on visualising
your technique. When you first
visualise your stroke, you will probably
be thinking about movement a great
deal, therefore your visualising may
focus heavily upon correct technique
elements such as hand entry or elbow
position. However, as you improve at
visualising, update how you visualise.
You may start to focus less on thinking
about the specific technique, but more
on the ‘feel’ of the movement.

EMOTIONS

Research suggests that including an
emotional component by including

the meaning you attach to the scenario
should be included for optimal
behavioural change to take place. Take
care to ensure positive emotions are felt
during visualisation. Negative thoughts
can be dealt with by replacing them
with positive ones; for example, the
excitement you might feel at perfecting
your new technique and the speed you
would then go.

PERSPECTIVE

This refers to the way you view the
visualisation and which perspective
is the most effective for you. Viewing
from an internal perspective is the
same as what you would experience
if physically swimming. An external
perspective is an outside-of-body or
videotape perspective. Visualising
internally is more likely to be
successful with technique and will help
you gain that ‘feel’ you are after @
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Each month, Helen will suggest
psychological techniques to help
overcome difficult open water
swimming scenarios.
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