CHASING YOUR GOALS: HOW VISUALIZATION CAN HELP YOU ENHANCE YOUR PERFORMANCE
When you’re striving to achieve a specific goal, how you show up is everything. You could be a marathon racer looking to move into the top 10 in your category, a swimmer looking to improve your stroke, or a trail rider preparing to nail a key section at a bike park. 
Whatever goal it is that you are pursuing, you obviously need to do the physical training to get into a position to achieve it, but you need to show up mentally prepared too. In this article, I will detail the basics on how to use visualization as a component of your mental preparation to help you achieve your sports goals. 
Visualization, or mental imagery, as it is also referred to, in essence is the focused process of creating or recreating a picture of a sporting scenario in your mind’s eye. The saying goes that “A picture is worth a thousand words” and, in this instance, we create a picture in our mind of a part of our sport that we would like to focus on using our senses. Athletes use vivid pictures from memory to generate images to practice specific skills, plan, strategize; and even rehearse their sports performance. 
 
Visualization is a holistic process which makes use of all the senses: smell, sight, hearing, touch and taste. Often, when athletes talk about visualisation, they are often referring to the visual aspect and think that they should “see” pictures in their mind to effectively use mental imagery. However, not all athletes are visual dominant; and some largely make use of their other senses when visualizing. For athletes to make the most of visualization, they need to identify which sense works best for them and create pre-performance images that help tell their bodies what they want them to do, yet also not forgetting the other senses. The body-mind connection is well known and here it can work to the utmost.

Visualization also allows us to be process-oriented (experiencing the whole race/competition) as opposed to being outcomes-based (focusing only on the result, prize or end-time). Experiencing all our senses from start to finish allows us to be fully in the moment as opposed to just focusing on the outcome. Often, the latter causes performance anxiety and then we can lose the plot.

Visualization can be used in several ways for cycling, such as: 
· creating short-term, medium-term and long-term goals for yourself.
· practising physical skills when actual physical practice is not possible. 
· reducing stress and anxiety.
· managing sports injuries; and for
· enhancing concentration, confidence and motivation. 

Getting into the whole visualization routine with some easy routines first and then progressing to more complex and intricate routines would be a good way to start the process. 

Start with the basics first…by relaxing (such as lying on your back in a quiet space away from any noise and activity) and then focusing on relaxed and deep breathing – through your nose, right into the depths of your lungs and then out through your mouth.

Then visualise a safe/comfortable/relaxing place that you have previously experienced (e.g. your bedroom/being on holiday/at home/on the track). Ask yourself questions about this place to elicit your five senses. Also, what did you think, feel and do during this time? This should take about 10-15 minutes. Reflect on these experiences and then thereafter, practice visualization every day, even before and or after every practice session or competition.


A visualization activity the night before a mountain bike competition, for example, can be:

· Imagine doing well in a cycle race... from start to finish. How you felt/what you were thinking/what exactly it is that you did during the race. Incorporate your senses.
· Reading in the newspaper the Monday after the race how you won a race…from start to finish. How you felt/what you were thinking/what exactly it is that you did.

Enjoy the journey and embrace visualization to enhance every part of your physical and mental sports skill set.

