
MENTAL STRENGTH FOR RUNNERS 

As runners, we’re always looking for that extra edge in training to make us faster and 

more consistent on race day. Understandably, most of our efforts to improve are 

geared towards the physical – lowering lactate threshold, increasing muscle 

power, improving form. Enhancement to any of these physiological systems is going 

to result in faster race times and should be the main focus of your training plan. 

However, almost any running coach in the world would agree that the mental 

aspect of racing and training is also critical to running your best. 

But when asked how much time they spend coaching the mental aspect of the sport, 

few if any would say that it is a top priority in how they coach their athletes. 

So, the question is, how can you prepare for the mental and emotional rigors of 

race day during your workouts and in your mind? 

Mental Strength is important to a runner in both training and racing. Some 

techniques to improve mental strength can be applied to training, some to racing and 

some to both. 

 

Visualisation 

To me there are two forms of visualisation that runners can do. The easiest one (and 

the one most people have undertaken) is probably on a long training run (or not so 

long but one where boredom is possibly setting in) is to imagine you are in the last 

mile of a big race Olympics, World Champs etc. and by keeping going at a good 

pace you will be entering the finishing straight in the lead. Or perhaps it’s a big local 

race that you have always wanted to win. You picture yourself winning and breaking 

a record. 

 

 

http://improverunningform.com/


 

 

The second form of visualisation is going through all the elements of a race that is 

coming up, visualising how you are going to run the race and how you will adapt for 

race day issues such as weather, athlete numbers and standards, the course, 

drinking water, taking gels etc. All this should be visualised beforehand and every 

possible scenario thought out so you know what you will do in the race e.g. if you 

drop a gel will you forget it and keep running or stop to pick it up? Where will you 

stand at the start? On the start line or a couple of metres back? 

 

 

How to visualize in training 
The most effective way to use visualization is to help you be prepared for anything 
on race day. Any sports psychologist can tell you that to the human mind, there is no 
difference between an actual experience and an imagined one. This means that your 
mind cannot tell the difference between a race that you run in-person and a race that 
you run with your mind’s eye. 

Just as an actor must rehearse every line and gesture of an upcoming performance, 
the runner should prepare for each scene and situation that can happen on race day. 

 

 



Step 1: Be specific and detailed 

In order to properly visualize the way your race day will play out, it is important to do 
your homework. Focus on building a complete mental picture, covering all five 
senses. 

Imagine yourself at the starting line, surrounded by thousands of other high strung 
runners – is it hot, is it cold, what are you wearing? When the gun sounds, envision 
the acceleration in your heart rate and the claustrophobic feeling as the stampede 
begins. By conjuring up these emotions, sights, and sounds, you can prepare 
yourself to remain calm, collected, and execute your race plan in a chaotic 
environment. The more specific you can be with the sites, sounds, and emotions, the 
more calm and confident you’ll be on race day. Here are some important elements to 
consider: 

Weather. Will it be cold on race day? (how cold impacts race times) Will it be 
warm?  (how heat impacts race times) Will it be humid or raining or snowing? (how 
to race in adverse conditions) Find out this information by looking online at average 
weather temperatures for the area as well as the actual forecast closer to race day. 

Course. Will the course have hills? If so, how many and at what point of the 
race? Research how to attack hills during a race. Also pay attention to courses with 
many turns that can break rhythm and courses that feature heavy spectator cheering 
that can push you too hard during the early stages of the race. Many major races 
feature both course maps and elevation charts on the race website. Some even 
feature a terrain map if the course is not entirely on one surface. 

Population. Find out how many people run the race each year as well as what the 
starting situation will be. Preparing yourself to stand in a crowded race corral with 
thousands of people is beneficial for runners with nerves that fray easily. 

Scenery. Find out what you will be looking at during the race. Are you running 
through an urban area or on flat farmland roads? Will there be crowds along the way 
or will you have to be your own cheerleader? 

 

http://runnersconnect.net/running-training-articles/running-in-the-cold/
http://runnersconnect.net/running-tips/running-in-the-heat/
http://runnersconnect.net/running-training-articles/running-a-marathon-in-bad-weathe/
http://runnersconnect.net/running-training-articles/running-a-marathon-in-bad-weathe/
http://runnersconnect.net/running-training-articles/hill-running-training/
http://runnersconnect.net/running-training-articles/pre-race-jitters/


Step 2: Don’t just visualize the positive – expect the unexpected 

Likewise, visualize positive and negative scenarios. Let’s face it, no matter how fit 
you are, a race is going to hurt at some point. Imagine yourself working through 
those bad moments during the race. This way, when they inevitably occur, you’ll 
know exactly what to do and be confident you can work through them. 

Furthermore, visualize what you’ll do and how you will feel should something go 
wrong. What if your shoe comes untied or you have to go the bathroom? By 
visualizing these scenarios, you’ll have a specific plan in place and instead of 
panicking, you’ll be calm, cool, and collected. 

Before a big race, grab a pen and paper and write a list of the things that are not 
foreseeable.  Here are some examples of unforeseeable events: 

 Cramps 

 Racing by yourself 

 Racing with a group 

 Blisters 

 Wardrobe malfunction (shoes coming undone, nipple chafing, etc…) 

 Fueling malfunctions (missing a water stop, losing a gel, etc…) 

 

 

 

 



Step 3: Boost your self-confidence 

Another advantage of visualization in training is the opportunity to boost your 
confidence. It’s been well documented that high confidence correlates to an 
increased level of performance. By visualizing yourself succeeding, you can 
subconsciously improve your belief in yourself and your abilities. 

 

To enhance your self-confidence, try implementing self-affirmation and self-talk into 
your daily routine. 

Create your own self-affirmation phrase and spend 5 minutes repeating it to yourself. 
Before you know it, there won’t be a doubt in your mind you’re going to perform on 
race day. Examples “I have trained really well for this race”. “I will feel great once this 
race starts”, “I am ready to race”, 

Visualization before the race 

As race time approaches, you can’t help but get nervous. After all the hard work 
you’ve put in, you don’t want it to go to waste. Luckily, you can implement the 
visualization techniques you used in training to reduce these pre race nerves. 

Recollect all your great workouts 

If you find yourself getting nervous before the race, start thinking back to all the great 
workouts you had during your training. Think back to that great tempo run you had 
where you floated effortlessly over the road, or visualize your last successful race 
and begin to conjure up those same feelings of accomplishment. 

 



 

Focus on what you can control 

We get nervous when we don’t know the outcome of things, like when the killer is 
going to jump out of the shower in a scary movie or how we’re going to feel half way 
through the race. 

Take the focus off those elements of the race you can’t control (your finishing time, 
your opponents, the weather) and direct them to outcomes you can control. 

Visualize yourself executing your race plan, going through your warm-up 
routine, and even focusing on your breathing. By directing your thoughts to those 
physical and mental aspects you can control, the nerves will dissipate and you’ll 
increase your chances of success. 

PRE-RACE NERVES 
While pre-race anxiety can and often does sabotage race performance, it may also 
have the opposite effect. As long as they don’t get out of hand, the physical and 
psychological symptoms of anxiety prime the body and mind for an extraordinary 
effort. Athletes who understand the potential benefits of a little pre-race nervousness 
don’t seek to avoid it.  

What can you do to reign in runaway nerves before races? 

Experience helps. Just as the best cure for a fear of public speaking is public 
speaking (the more you do it, the less it scares you), the best cure for pre-race 
nerves is racing. But that takes time. In the meantime, I suggest that you identify 
the specific source of your anxiety and address it. 

For example, if your primary fear is that of failing to achieve your goals, shift your 
mindset from an outcome orientation to a process orientation. In other words, in 
the days and hours before an event, stop thinking about your goal and instead 
think about executing your race plan and giving your best effort. Remind 
yourself that you will be satisfied with your race regardless of whether you achieve 
your goal as long as you truly do the best you can, and that should take some 
pressure off.  

 

 

 

 

 



Don’t be a “watch watcher”. Whilst time is important to see how your training is 
coming on and at the end of a race if there is no clock it will tell what time you did, 
sometimes you should just forget about a watch, go out and run as your body tells 
you. You probably won’t be able to do anything about it if you get to a mile marker 
slower than predicted. Worrying about it will make you worse. 

 
 

 

Visualization during the race 

Racing is tough, there’s no two ways about it. At some point on your way to a great 
race or a new PB, you’re going to hurt and you’re going to have self-doubts. Letting 
negative thoughts creep into your mind is one of the easiest ways to derail your 
performance. 

Stay positive with self-affirmation and self-talk 

Before you begin the race, decide on a few easy to remember mantras that will help 
you gain confidence and persevere through any rough patches during a race. Make 
sure that all the words in your mantra are positive. For example, use “I am strong, I 
can do this” as opposed to “push through the pain, don’t give up”. The second 
mantra elicits negative connotations with the words “pain” and “give up”. 

 

 



Implement mental cues 

Likewise, you can employ mental cues to remind yourself to focus on proper form 
when going up a hill or when you start to get tired. I like the mantra “relax and go” in 
the last mile of a race to remind myself not to tighten my face and shoulders as I get 
tired. “I will concentrate on a good knee lift” . Find your positive mantra and use it 
when the going gets tough. 

How to implement visualization 

Relax! Choose a quiet place with no distractions, and begin by relaxing your entire 
body, from your head to your toes. Think of a beautiful, quiet place, this can be 
personal to you, a garden, the beach of a forest, for instance. Once your mind and 
body are at piece, begin the visualization. 

 

Set the scene.  Using your list of race scenarios, see the starting area with your 
minds eye. Feel the breeze on your skin, hear the noises of the crowd or the music 
in your headphones. Develop a mental picture involving all 5 senses before you 
begin the race. 

Focus on emotional and physical sensations. Feel the doubts and nerves of the 
starting line but use positive language to overcome them. “I AM an athlete, I CAN do 
this, I AM supposed to be here.” Once the gun goes off and you begin the race in 
your mind focus on calming and relaxing, not starting too fast and establishing a 
solid rhythm. Visualize the pain of the race and with your mind’s eye look at the other 
runners around you, tell yourself that they are experiencing the same pain that you 
are. 

See a positive outcome. Imagine the finishing time that you wish to achieve 
displayed on a giant clock above you as you soar across the finish line with arms 
outstretched, imagine the feeling of joy as all of your hard work pays off. Imagine 



your family and supporters rushing toward you, filled with pride. Even imagine that 
well-earned post-race beer! 

Repeat. Insert a different situation from your list of possible race details (different 
weather, different possible physical difficulties, etc…) and repeat the process. Make 
sure to visualize at least 1-2 nights in the week or two leading up to the big 
day. 

Granted, no amount of mental imagery and visualization during training and 
racing will compensate for a poor training regimen. However, if you’re already 
pushing your physical limits and want to take your race performances to another 
level, incorporating visualization techniques into your training and racing can provide 
the advantage you need. 

 

  



BREATHING THROUGH THE NOSE CAN HELP IF YOU CAN DO IT 

Gain control over your breathing. 
When the gun goes off, you begin to place physical stress on your body that 
increases throughout the event. When done properly, breathing can help mute and 
manage that stress. 

The breath is both a release valve and a trigger for your nervous system. When you 
breathe in a short and hungry way through your mouth, you are telling your body that 
you are in fight-or-flight mode. The reaction releases hormones that can help with 
short bursts of work, but the effect isn’t useful for marathoners. 

On the flip side, when you breathe in through your nose, deeply into your belly, and 
out through your mouth, this has a calming effect on the body and mind. This kind 
of breathing takes time and training to learn. Slow your breathing and sync it to 
your steps while you run—breathe in through your nose for three or four steps, then 
out through your mouth for three. This can help you remain calm and focused. 

If you cannot breathe deeply through your mouth during the race then at least 
do it waiting on the start line. 

 

Maintain a positive mindset. 
Deep breathing can help with this, too. While my mind is calmly focused on my 
breath, I have the opportunity to work on maintaining a positive mindset about my 
performance. This is harder to do when your breathing is out of control. You slip into 
negative thoughts like, “I’m falling behind,” “I can’t do this,” “I hurt,” or “This sucks.” 

Negativity destroys performance because you are telling your body that you are not 
good enough, and your body will follow your mind. Instead, energize your mind with 
positive thoughts. Creating mantras can help, such as, “I’m feeling good; I am going 
to have a good race” Say that over and over because it has meaning for you. 
Synchronize your mantra with your breathing and you’ll enter a focused state of flow. 



Practice mental imagery. 
American Navy SEALs have a saying, “We win in our mind before we enter the 
battlefield.” What that means to runners is, you have to have envisioned achieving 
your goal for the race in your mind before you get to race day. 

Set the right goals. 
First, you need to understand why you are doing the race. What’s your goal? Is it to 
finish in a certain time, or is it just on your schedule because a friend wanted you to 
do it? You have to know why you are taking on this challenge, because when the 
going gets tough, if you can’t answer the question, your performance will suffer. 

When you know your “why,” you can focus on smaller goals like running one mile at 
a time, or breaking the distance up into three or four parts. It’s also important to 
mentally celebrate after you achieve every micro goal. Create a little visual 
celebration in your mind where you jump up and down and high five people. When 
you rack up these small victories, it helps maintain positivity. 

If you can integrate this mental, emotional, and spiritual training into your build up 
and your racing, you are going to develop faster and meet your goals more 
effectively because you are bringing more of yourself—not just your legs and lungs—
to the table. 

In short, don’t be a negative-thinking, results-oriented runner. Mentally tough 
athletes are positive thinkers and process-oriented. If you focus on results, you 
take yourself out of the now, a good football coach won't tell his team to go out and 
win, he'll say, go out and pass well, tackle hard. Those are the steps that lead to 
scoring, and winning. If runners do the same (think about breathing, technique, 
form, what side of the road to run etc), not the finish time, the results will come. 

Being positive is just as critical. In a recent study, pessimism ranked as runners' top 
mental roadblock. Negativity, whether it's worry or doubt, often leads to self-
defeating behaviours including slowing down, cutting a workout short, or dropping 
out of a race 

Focal Points 
Process goals are the specific physical and mental steps that lead to a performance 
goal, like setting a PB or finishing a race without walking. They should be 
measurable and address your weaknesses: Practice five minutes of visualization 
daily (if you struggle seeing yourself succeed); do weekly fast-finish runs (if you slow 
in the final miles of a race); follow a training program (if you tend to skip workouts). 

You need to select a focus tool if you struggle with parts of training or feel like 
giving up in a race. For instance some people thrive off discomfort, thinking, I'm 
tough; I can push through this, others benefit from competition—visualizing reeling 
in runners helps them put pain aside. Others will start to concentrate on their arm 
and leg action or focusing on a point 25m ahead. You have to learn what works for 
you. 



When the going gets tough the tough get going. In order to keep going when you feel 
like stopping or slowing, you need some focus such as start thinking about your 
arms and legs, swing elbows smoothly, land on your forefoot; start concentrating on 
this or some other aspect of your running such a relaxing shoulders, lifting your head 
higher. Concentrate on your breathing. Reflect on what calms, motivates, or engages 
you and start there. 

If you take action, results follow.  

 Do speedwork; get faster.  

 Eat less; lose weight.  

 Stop negative thinking; punch through pain. 

 

 

In sport, fatigue is highly subjective. The brain processes physical cues (chemical 
and electrical signals from the muscles) and environmental information (how we 
expect to feel) and concludes, Hey, we're done here. But years of research shows 
that the mind can override the body—that fatigue, more often than not, is a 
product of perception rather than true physiological depletion. Fatigue is 
simply a sign that you need to put your mind on something positive. 

 

On a personal experience I often get to parts in a race when I have been racing next 

to someone and when I have felt bad instead of slowing down and let the other 

runner pull ahead, I have speeded up and left them. Tough but it seems to work for 

me and gives you a massive boost. You have to say to yourself “this guy must be 

hurting as much as me and probably more” I am going to inject a short burst of 

speed rather than slow down to see what happens. 

 
 

 

 


