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SELF-TALK 
 

Learning to Be Your Own Best Friend 
 

It is mental discipline to keep certain thoughts out of your head and put 

certain thoughts in your head.  You have conscious control over that.  It takes 

practice and repetition.  Pretty soon, it’s where it is almost habitual to keep 

negative thoughts out or identify negative thoughts and keep positive ones in. 

1996 Gold Medal Swimmer 

 

Whether you think you can or think you can’t, 

Either one is probably true. 

Anonymous 

 
Robert, an 18-year-old swimmer, is extremely frustrated.  He 
has the physical and technical tools to be a great swimmer but 
fails to demonstrate this on a consistent basis in competition.  
His performances in practice indicate that he should final at 
Summer Nationals but he has yet to make it out of prelims.  
When probed further about what goes on prior to and during 
competition, Robert reveals that in meets where he “has to 

swim well” all he thinks about is that he can not fail and that he must swim fast.  
By the time he gets to the blocks for his prelim swim, he is so anxious and feels 
so much pressure that he can’t “just swim” but rather tries to force it to happen.  
And, we all know what happens when we try to force a performance. 
 
This scenario illustrates the impact self-talk can have on performance.   In this 
case, the athlete’s self-talk seems to have a negative effect on performance.  
Performance is not random; it is related to thoughts, expectations, and self-talk 
as well as physical and technical preparation.  Learning to control self-talk can 
help athletes manage the information they are feeding themselves on a regular 
basis.  Athletes need to make sure self-talk is directed toward improving 
performance.  Just as athletes regularly train their body to execute precise skills 
or maintain a certain pace, they need to regularly train the mind to think precise 
thoughts and focus on specific things.  Read this chapter and practice the 
exercises to begin to take control of self-talk. 
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What is Self-Talk? 

Self-talk includes all the purposeful and random thoughts that run 
through an athlete’s mind, it includes all the things said both silently and 
out loud.  Self-talk can be positive, it can tell an athlete what to do, 
where to focus, and get one motivated (“You can do it”) Unfortunately, 
self talk can also be negative (“You stink so just give it up”), pessimistic, 
and critical.  Such internal talk definitely does not help performance and, 

in most cases, probably hurts performance.  Recognize that negative self talk is 
going to occur; the key is to not focus on the negatives and instead focus on the 
positives.    
 

When Self-Talk goes Awry 

There seem to be common self-talk errors swimmers make that tend to have a 
negative influence on performance.  Read through each of these and assess if 
any of these errors plague you. 
 

Focusing on the past or future: “I raced so bad last time I swam here.”  “I can’t 
believe I missed that turn.”  Not ‘letting go’ of mistakes or poor performances 
takes thoughts and focus away from where they should be--on the present.   A 
similar situation occurs when athletes worry about what may happen.  All 
athletes have control over is right now, that is where thoughts need to be.  
 

Focusing on weaknesses during competition:  “I should scratch from the IM 
because my fly has been horrible lately.”  “My start is so slow.”  To improve as a 
swimmer, it is necessary to identify and work on weaknesses . . . but only during 
practice.  During competition, dwelling on weaknesses will erode confidence.  
Ideally, competition is where athletes should focus on strengths as a swimmer by 
using positive and informative thoughts. 
 

Focusing only on outcome:  “I must win” or, “I have to make Junior cuts” such 
thoughts direct athletes to the outcome of the competition, something they have 
little control over.  What athletes do have control over is performance.  Therefore, 
direct self-talk towards what needs to be done to be successful . . . and trust that 
the outcome will take care of itself.  
 

Focusing on uncontrollable factors:  “I hate swimming in cold weather.”  “This 
delay in the start is going to mess up my preparation.”  “I never swim well in lane 
8.”    Statements such as these are a waste of mental energy.   Not only are they 
out of one’s control but they also distract thoughts from where they should be.  
Keep thoughts on controllable factors.  
 

Demanding perfection:  “I better swim a PR.”  “My turns have to be perfect.”  
Athletes train their physical skills for years, trying to achieve the perfect 
performance.  It is appropriate to work towards perfection but unrealistic to 
expect a perfect performance every competition.  
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 “Stopping” Negative Self-Talk  

 

Just like the physical skills that swimmers train on a daily 
basis, controlling self-talk is also a skill.  For some 
swimmers who have fallen into a pattern of negative, 

defeating self-talk, learning to gain control can be hard.  
Negative internal talk is something swimmers are often no 

longer aware of, it seems to happen automatically. Therefore 
before changing self-talk, it is necessary to take a step back and 

become aware of what is being said.  It is necessary to identify both beneficial 
thoughts and harmful thoughts.  Once this is accomplished it is important to 
make a conscious effort to purposely include those thoughts that seem to help 
performance.   
 

Thought Stopping is the most common technique used to introduce positive 
thoughts and eliminate the negative thoughts.  
 

1.    Become Aware of Self-Talk.  As already noted, the first step in gaining 
control of self-talk is by increasing awareness of what athletes tend to say to 
themselves both in practice and competition and the situations in which these 
thoughts typically occur.   

For example, it may be that at the start of a competition when Kelly feels 
fresh and strong, she tends to have positive, confident thoughts (“I’m gonna 
crush everyone today”).  But, toward the end of the competition when she is 
feeling fatigued she questions her ability (“There is no way I can maintain this 
pace”.)   

 A good way to become more aware of self-talk is by recording thoughts in 
a workout logbook.  For two to three days keep a record of self talk during 
different parts of the practice.  Is your self-talk helpful or harmful? 
 

2.      Stop the Negative.  Once negative self-talk is identified, the athlete needs 
to learn to “park it” or stop it--which is easier said than done!  Saying “park it” or 
visualizing a big, red stop sign are good cues to use to help halt negative 
thought.   
 

3. Replace with Positive.  Imagine that the mind is like a cup--if it is filled to 
the top with positive thoughts, there will be no room for negative self-talk.  
Athletes need to identify positive self-talk in advance and replace the negative 
thoughts with identified positive ones.     
 

4. Practice Thought Stopping. A final step is to practice, practice, practice 
stopping and replacing negative talk.  For a while, athletes will need to be very 
conscious of their internal self-talk as the thought stopping technique will not 
occur automatically.  With enough practice, positive self-talk will become second 
nature.  Exercise 1 will take swimmers step by step through the technique of 
thought stopping. Complete the exercise several times to take into account all the 
situations in which negative self-talk creeps in.  
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Additional Tips 
 
Tell yourself what you CAN do. 
Here is a quick exercise . . . Picture your home pool in your mind.  See the 
surroundings.  Now, the challenge is for you to tell yourself to NOT think about a 
jellyfish floating in the middle of the pool and to actually NOT think about it.  
Chances are the first thing that popped into your were thoughts of the jellyfish, 
right?   
 
Guess what typically happens when you tell yourself not to do something like 
“don’t miss the turn”, “don’t focus on the competitors” and “don’t breathe coming 
into the wall”? You guessed right!  You think about what you are NOT supposed 
to do or think and often times then do those things.  A more effective strategy is 
to direct your self-talk so you are telling yourself what to do instead of what not to 
do. 
 
Plant Positives 
Instead of waiting until self-talk starts spiraling downward, purposefully “plant” 
positive thoughts and comments in your mind so there is no room for negatives.   
 
For example, Nicole dreads doing repeat 800’s in practice; she struggles dealing 
with the discomfort and fatigue for such an extended period of time.  She wants 
to avoid allowing negative comments to creep in during the workout (i.e., “I can’t 
hold this interval” or “I don’t care if I don’t finish this set”).  So, before starting the 
set Nicole can plant in her mind the things she needs to say to herself to have a 
good workout (“Hold a consistent stroke rate” and “This is going to give you the 
endurance needed to race fast”). 
 
 
Develop a Competition Self-Talk Plan.   
Another helpful technique that promotes beneficial self-talk is related to 
competition preparation (Exercise 3).  Just as an athlete develops a competition 
plan or strategy and reviews this using mental rehearsal, he can also develop a 
competition self-talk plan.  Athletes should prepare in advance what they want to 
say to themselves and what needs to be reinforced in order to perform well; part 
of competition preparation should involve mentally rehearsing this strategy until it 
is second nature.  
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Coaches Guide 

Grab em’ 
 

Although everyone talks to themselves at one time or another 
some swimmers may not be aware of what they say to 

themselves.  The following exercise is a great way to help 
swimmers become more aware of what they say to themselves. 

Would you say it to your neighbor?  At the beginning of your 
self-talk session hand out Exercise 4 and a pen or pencil.  Ask them to think of a 
time during a swim meet where they have made a big mistake such as 
completely missing a turn, false starting, missing an event all together, or having 
their goggles come off.  Then ask them to remember what they said to 
themselves in that situation.  Have them write it down in the top box of Exercise 
4. 
 

Next instruct your swimmers to pair off.  Have them turn to their partner and read 
the self-talk they wrote on their sheets out loud to their partner with feeling, 
similar to the way they would say it to themselves. 
 

At this point explain to your swimmers that they would probably never say the 
things that they say to themselves when they make mistakes to another person.  
Why do they treat themselves this way?  Stress the fact that negative self-talk is 
detrimental to their performances and unproductive.   
 

Now, to turn the focus of this exercise from a negative light to a positive one have 
your swimmers rephrase their original self-talk into a more positive manner in the 
bottom box of Exercise 4.  Again have them share this statement with their 
neighbor for some feedback. 
 

Tips for Teaching Self-Talk 
 

 Begin with the previously described exercise.  Grab your swimmer’s attention 
and get them thinking about the meaning of the phrase “self-talk.” 

 

 Ask your swimmers to define Self-Talk.  Spend some time covering the 
common self-talk errors and give examples in each situation.  Have your 
swimmers consider their behaviors in each of these situations. 

 

 Introduce the steps to changing negative self-talk and spend some time on 
the exercises included at the end of the chapter. 

 

 For a long term plan, have your swimmers create a self-talk section in their 
competitive training logs, help them to monitor their own self-talk and assist 
them in changing their self-talk behaviors. 
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Self Talk Exercises 
 

The following is a description of exercises designed both to identify what 
swimmers say to themselves and how they say it.  Feel free to pick and choose 
the exercises that best suit you.   
 
Exercise 1 a thought stoppage exercise.  Sometimes as swimmers are talking to 
themselves they get into a habit of using negative words and phrases, this 
exercise will help athletes to stop those negative thoughts and come up with new 
positive ones. 
 
Exercise 2 is designed for swimmers to recognize what they are saying to 
themselves and how they can change those thoughts from negative ones to 
positive ones. 
 
Exercise 3 teaches the swimmers how to use cue words in developing a race 
plan.   Developing a race plan of positive cue words can help to control self-talk.  
If you already know what you are going to say during specific points of the race, 
the chances of negative thoughts entering your mind can be decreased. 
 
Exercise 4 is the worksheet designed to accompany the Grab Em’ exercise.  
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Self-Talk Exercise 1: Thought Stopping Example 
 

Example:  Amber is a perfectionist.  Each time she dives into the water she 
expects not only to win but also to have perfect technique and a PR.  After all, 
she is practicing harder than anyone else, up to 6 hours a day, and has sacrificed 
a lot.  She doesn’t just want to swim well but believes she has to and should 
swim superbly every competition.  Over time, Amber realized that such thoughts 
are harmful to her performance so she started working on controlling her overly 
demanding self-talk.  What follows is an example of a “Thought Stopping” form 
that Amber has completed and has been implementing in practice: 
 
1.  Situation:  During warm-ups before the competition I am very demanding of 
myself.  This seems to put a lot of pressure on me and causes me to get tense 
and anxious knowing I have to perform perfectly. 
 
2.  Negative statement:  “I have to win.”  “I can’t make any mistakes.” 
  
3.  Stopping the negative thought: “Stop it, Amber.”  (I say this to myself while 
taking a slow, deep breath and focusing on staying loose.) 
   
4.  Positive replacement:  “Hold tight turns.”  “Work the first 25.”  “Hold your 
stroke rate.”  (Self-talk will be focused on what I need to do to perform well). 
 
Go on to the next page to fill out your own “Thought Stopping” form. 
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Self-Talk Exercise 1a: Thought Stopping Form 
 

1.  Describe a situation in which you often tend to think/talk negatively to yourself. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.  Identify the negative statement you say to yourself. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.  Identify words or thoughts you can use to help you stop the negative thought. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.  List positive, beneficial statements you can use to replace your negative, 

harmful thoughts.  These should be meaningful to you.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.  Practice!  Practice!  Practice this technique while training. 
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Self-Talk Exercise 2:   
Changing Negative Thoughts to Positive Thoughts  

 
Identify the negative and positive thoughts that you have in practice, before a 
competition and during a competition.  Make sure you examine the differences 
carefully.  If you do not have any positive thoughts, work on changing your 
negative thoughts into positive ones. 
 

Thoughts I have in practice… 

Negative Thoughts Positive Thoughts 

  

 

 
Thoughts I have before a swimming meet… 

Negative Thoughts Positive Thoughts 

  

 
 

Thoughts I have during a swimming meet… 

Negative Thoughts Positive Thoughts 
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Self-Talk Exercise 3: Race Plan 
 
In the table provided below include positive cue words (such as kick, drive, push, 
surge, turnover, be ready…) you would like to say to yourself before each race.  
Take this sheet and commit your cue words to memory.  When you visualize your 
races try to incorporate these cue words to make the whole visualization seem 
more real. 
 

Specific Points Before, During  
and After a Race 

Cue Words 

1 Hour before the race. 

 

5 minutes before the race. 

 

Start 

 

Break out and first 10 strokes 

 

Middle of the race. 

 

Last 15 yards of the race. 

 

Finish 

 

End of the race. 
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Exercise 4: Grab em’ 
 
  
Think about the last time you missed a turn, false started, your goggles feel off, 
or you missed your event entirely at a swim meet. 
 
What did you say to your self? 

Restate what you said to yourself in a more positive productive manner. 
 
Now what would you say? 

What am I saying? 


