
 

 

 

 

PERSONAL BEST: 
A Swimmer's Handbook for Racing Excellence 

 

 

Brent S. Rushall, Ph.D., R.Psy. 

San Diego State University 

and 

Sports Science Associates 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Published by 

Sports Science Associates 

1995 



Copy for Brent S. Rushall 

 

 

RESTRICTED COPYRIGHT 

Brent S. Rushall 
4225 Orchard Drive 
Spring Valley 
California 
USA 
91977 

(619-469-1537) 
 

First edition published January 1995 

PLEASE READ THE FOLLOWING EXPLANATION ABOUT COPYRIGHT 
RESTRICTIONS AND USE OF THIS ELECTRONIC BOOK 

All rights reserved. No portion of this manuscript file can be reproduced without the 
express permission of the copyright holder. 

 

The contents of this work are for personal use only, the person being the named 
individual on this and succeeding pages. The provision of this work is based on the 
implied trust of the user conforming to the restrictions of the intention of these 
provisions. Two copies of the file can be printed. The work or its parts cannot be 
shared in printed or electronic form. It is a violation of copyright laws pertaining to 
this work to remove the stipulated name, be in possession of an erased-name copy, 
and/or be in possession of all or parts of electronic or printed files belonging to 
another certified copy-holder. All valid copy holders are recorded with Sports 
Science Associates. The falsification or substitution of the copy name is a gross 

violation of the copyright law for the restricted use of this work. 

Violations of these stipulated restrictions will be prosecuted. 

First published on January 14, 1995 

Format revised on November 3, 2008 

CERTIFIED COPY HOLDER 

This personal copy is licensed to Brent S. Rushall 

November 4, 2008 

 



Copy for Brent S. Rushall 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

 
Chapter Title             Page 
 

 
   PREFACE                i 
 
 1  SOURCES OF STRESS AND DISTRACTIONS ASSOCIATED  
   WITH SWIMMING COMPETITIONS     1.1 
 
   Limitations of problem handling      1.1 
   Adaptation to new environments      1.3 
   Race-readiness        1.6 
   Controlled readiness       1.6 
   Anxiety         1.7 
   Loss of attentional control       1.8 
   Coach and official over-reactions      1.10 
   Source of input        1.10 
   Summary         1.11 
 
 2  MENTAL AND PHYSICAL FACTORS WHICH AFFECT A  
   SWIMMER'S PERFORMANCE      2.1 
 
   Physiological arousal level       2.1 
   Level of ability        2.3 
   The competitive environment      2.3 
   Personal/social importance of the race     2.3 
   Self-assessment of preparation adequacy    2.4 
   Experience with preparation procedures     2.4 
   Health, fatigue, or injury       2.5 
   Individuality         2.5 
   Summary         2.5 
 
 3  RACE PLANNING AND PREPARATION    3.1 
 
   Planning strategies        3.1 
   Coping skills         3.2 
   Goal-setting         3.3 
   Mental imagery        3.6 
 

 



Copy for Brent S. Rushall 

Table of Contents (continued) 
 

 
Chapter Title             Page 
 

 
 4  ESSENTIAL FEATURES OF RACING PSYCHOLOGY  4.1 
 
   Positive thinking        4.1 
   Content decision-making       4.2 
   Self-fulfilling prophecy       4.3 
   The coping skill        4.4 
   Segmenting a performance       4.5 
   Summary         4.8 
 
 5  THE STRUCTURE OF PRE-RACE STRATEGIES   5.1 
 
   Away From The Race Site       5.1 
   Wake-up procedures       5.1 
   Normal planned routine       5.4 
 
   At The Race Site        5.6 
   Initial mental activity       5.6 
   Warm-up         5.7 
   Race build-up routine       5.9 
   The preparation of pre-race strategies     5.13 
 
 6  THE STRUCTURE OF RACE STRATEGIES    6.1 
 
   Segmenting the performance      6.1 
   Task-relevant content       6.3 
   Mood words         6.5 
   Positive self-statements       6.7 
   Coping behaviors        6.8 
   Psychological intensification      6.9 
   The start         6.12 
   Debriefing         6.13 
   Learning race strategies       6.14 
 
 
 

 



Copy for Brent S. Rushall 

Table of Contents (continued) 
 

 
Chapter Title             Page 
 

 
 7  A STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE FOR DEVELOPING PRE-RACE  
   STRATEGIES        7.1 
 
   Wake-up routine        7.1 
   Away from race-site activities      7.1 
   Race warm-up and mind-set routine     7.2 
   Race build-up routine       7.3 
   Planning sections of pre-race strategies     7.4 
 
 8  A STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE FOR DEVELOPING RACE  
   STRATEGIES        8.1 
 
   Step 1: Segment the race       8.1 
   Step 2: Task-relevant thought content     8.2 
   Step 3: Mood words        8.4 
   Step 4: Positive self-statements      8.7 
   Step 5: Psychological intensification     8.9 
   Step 6: Coping behaviors       8.11 
   Step 7: Debriefing procedures      8.13 
   Step 8: Mental imagery properties and procedures   8.13 
   Step 9: Planning a strategy       8.15 
 
 9  HOW TO EVALUATE IF STRATEGIES WORK   9.1 
 
   A measurement model       9.1 
   Case study 1: The effects of strategy use     9.3 
   Case Study 2: The effects of intensification    9.5 
 
   Appendix A - Sample Strategies      10.1 
 
   Example 1. A strategy for a 100-meters crawl stroke race  10.2 
   Example 2. A strategy for a 400-meters individual medley race 10.5 
 
   Appendix B - Master Copies of Strategy Development Forms 11.1 

 



Preface  i 

PREFACE 

 This handbook is meant for serious swimmers who wish to implement better 
psychological control in their racing. It also should be helpful to coaches. For a 
swimmer's use, it most likely will be necessary to have a "second party" assist in 
implementing the principles and directions. An understanding parent, another 
serious swimmer, or a coach would most probably serve that role. It indicates the 
basic psychological skills and procedures that have to be developed in maturing and 
established swimmers. 

 The information concentrates on characteristics and actions to produce the best 
and most consistent competitive performances. It represents the opposite end of the 
performance spectrum to that of the novice age-group swimmer. The tactics for race 
preparation for swimmers new to competing have been described elsewhere 
(Rushall, 1994). 

 To encourage and promote an athlete to achieve his/her best, that individual's 
needs must be met. The determination of those needs is a large part of the art of 
coaching. This handbook is designed for the individual. 

 This handbook is basic. More advanced exercises, further principles and 
characteristics, and detailed descriptions of pre-race and racing procedures are 
included in Mental skills training for sports1. The ideal method for developing 
refined psychological preparations for and conduct of competitive performances 
would be to follow the instructions of that text. However, for introductory purposes 
that will still prove to be very useful and beneficial, this primer is satisfactory. 

 The content described in the following chapters is the "bare bones" of effective 
preparatory psychology. An objective for any user should be to understand and 
include all that is described.  

 Mental skills training is not easy nor an instant procedure. It takes concentrated 
and dedicated repetition and progressive development to achieve. It is analogous to 
the development of physical skills. Repetitions at practice, analysis, and planned 
progressions that gradually introduce elements in a logical manner are required. 
There are no "short cuts." The impact of implementing the skills contained in this 
handbook will be dramatic. Competition psychology is the factor that determines 
how well one competes after effective physical and skill training has been 
experienced. 

 Good luck with your racing. 

 

                                                 
1 Rushall, B. S. (1992). Mental skills training for sports. Spring Valley, CA: Sports 
Science Associates. 


