October 21, 2008 -  The Mind - Friend or Foe?
In athletics our mind plays a major role in the outcome or performance that we have trained for physically.   We can spend countless hours, days, weeks and months preparing for a competition, but if we don’t address mental readiness we have left out an important ingredient for success.   Throughout training and during competition our mind can be our best friend or our worst foe.
It starts out for some of us in the morning when the alarm clock signals it is time to awaken for a morning run.   There is often a struggle between our desire for more sleep and our need to put both feet on the floor and get ready for our scheduled run.   Similarly, we may plan to run a certain distance or number of intervals on the track while the temptation to do less invites us to take the easy way out.   Baseball Hall-of-Famer Yogi Berra once said, “Baseball is 90% mental and the other half is physical.”   The numbers may not add up but his concept does and it underscores the importance of mental readiness in all sports including running.
What we accomplish in training translates to how we perform while racing so we must train mentally as well as physically.   The concept of the “Self-fulfilling prophecy” basically states that a prediction can directly or indirectly cause itself to become true.   If we already think we won’t be able to complete a training session or believe we will race poorly because “It’s too hot or the course is too hilly” or a myriad of other reasons, then we most likely will have a poor outcome.
Conversely, I’m sure we all have heard, “If you believe it, you can achieve it.”   This doesn’t mean that a novice runner can be an Olympic champion, but it means that if we train our mind as well as our body we can reach reasonable goals and even some goals that may push us further or faster than we thought we could go.   I like to use positive mental energy when I’m halfway through a distance run, track session or race.   I think to myself, “You’re on the way in” or “You’re almost done.”   This helps me to stay focused.
While racing we all get tired as we tread the fine line between running “comfortably fast” and just “over the red line.”   In shorter races at distances such as 5k or 10k I often look at my wrist watch toward the end of the race.   Since I know about what my finishing time will be I will calculate what’s left and think, “Four minutes to go – keep the pace, maintain good arm and leg turnover, you’re almost there.”   In a marathon after the 20-mile point I usually concentrate on running one mile at a time rather than thinking about how many miles remain.
It’s interesting that after all of the time, energy and effort put into training and race preparation that many runners talk themselves out of racing to their potential.   Practice using positive mental energy in training, focus on believing in your ability and don’t succumb to negative thoughts.   If you do this there is a much better chance that your mind won’t be your foe, it will be your friend.
