
 
 

INTRODUCTION TO PERFORMANCE PLANNING 
 
A 1984 Canadian Olympic investigation (Orlick and Partington, 1988) identified the critical success factor for 
Olympic and World champions to be the presence of extensive, detailed competition plans that included pre-
race, warm-up, race, distraction during competition, and competition evaluation plans. 
 
A 1998 USOC investigation (Gould, et. al., 1998) revealed that all successful USA athletes and teams of the 
Atlanta Games followed detailed preparation and performance plans. It also found that a significant number of 
unsuccessful athletes and teams had made major adjustments to or had had disruptions in their plans prior to 
competition. 
  
Importance of Performance Planning:  
 
Competition performance validates the entire program of an athlete’s preparation plan. For recreational 
athletes and those who play their games with no particular expectations or goals, having a performance, or 
competition day plan is probably more detail than they need. However, for those athletes who strive to 
achieve the limits of personal possibilities, to know and achieve their ultimate potential, mapping out the 
conduct of a competition day in advance is a basic tool. The sooner the athlete begins this process the more 
natural and effective it becomes. 
  
Most athletes know how to physically prepare their body to compete by doing such things as stretching, 
jogging and run-throughs before the start of the event.  While it is important to physically prepare for 
competition, it is equally as important to be mentally prepared to ensure that your mind is in a state of optimal 
readiness for the challenges ahead.  Unfortunately, athletes often skip deliberate mental preparation and, 
instead, assume that it will occur automatically.  To maximize performance, it is crucial to purposely prepare 
both the mind and the body. 
 
Most athletes “sort of” have a routine they follow that seems to get them in the mindset to compete, such as 
listening to certain songs on an I-Pod, rehearsing their competition strategy, or imagining a successful 
performance.  The problem, however, is that this mental routine is neither purposefully developed nor is it 
used consistently.  It has been developed by chance and when most needed (during ‘pressure-filled’ 
competitions), the athlete drops the routine by the wayside and focuses instead on worry, expectations and 
potential failure.  Just like the other psychological skills discussed in this CD, your mental preparation routine 
must be developed systematically and purposefully, practiced, refined and used consistently for it to be 
effective.   
 
What is a Performance Plan? 
 
A ‘Performance Plan’ consists of what you are going to DO; the specific thoughts, words, images, feelings, and 
behaviors that you develop and use to prepare your mind for competition. It is also how you integrate and 
normalize mental strategies into the overall plan, including the physical and sport specific strategies that make 
up your complete map for competitive success. Each element of your performance plan should help you reach 
your optimal performance readiness condition, a mind and body state that helps you perform at your best.   
A performance plan is a script of what you will do, think, and ‘be’ on the day of competition. It includes your 
efforts to achieve your ‘Ideal Performance State’, your warm-up routine, your plan for dealing with 
distractions, and a plan for what to do if everything goes wrong! 
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Personalized Plans 
 
Are performance plans the same for all athletes? No, but elements of a performance plan may be similar to 
other athletes’ plans.  Because everyone is unique in how they need to think and feel to perform well, the 
mental preparation required to bring about this ideal state will also be highly individualized.  For instance, one 
person may be socializing and joking around while another may be off by them self. Or, one athlete may listen 
to rock music while another may prefer to go through a relaxation exercise. The bottom line is to work on 
developing a performance plan that works for you, regardless of what others do to prepare themselves.  
Respect others as they prepare and expect them to respect your need to prepare.  If you need space to 
prepare, find it. 
 
How to use Performance Planning: 
 
Research has found that one difference between successful versus unsuccessful elite athletes is that the more 
successful athletes have performance plans they planned, use on purpose, and use consistently.  These 
strategies/routines can help your performance in many ways, including some of the following: 
 

• Attain the appropriate a ousal level (See Energy management).  Whether under or over aroused, you 
can use a variety of energy management strategies to attain your energy target range level during the 
time period before the competition.  For example, to increase your arousal level you could listen to 
upbeat music on your I-pod or visualize yourself performing.  To decrease your arousal level, deep 
breathing or imagining a relaxing scene may be useful strategies. 
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• Attain the appropriate atten ional focus (See Section on Focus).  Specific components of your 

performance plan, such as your self-talk and imagery strategies should be used to help you focus on 
important aspects of your performance.  Identify words or images that direct your attention to where it 
needs to be (“Ski the line,” or “Power out of the start.”) 

 
• Develop a competition focus and refocusing plan.  You can develop and rehearse how you need to 

focus during various segments of the competition.  Instead of assuming you will be able to focus 
appropriately, plan in advance how you will need to focus.  Additionally, develop and rehearse 
strategies you will use to refocus if you lose your focus along the way. 

 
• Rehearse your competition strategy (See Imagery section .  Using mental imagery, you can see and 

feel yourself execute your competition as you imagined–preparing you for the challenge ahead.  This 
can help you review and reinforce what you need to do in the competition. 

 
• Prepare o work through discomfort, fatigue, and frustration.  Be realistic.  In your imagery, experience 

the competition–include all the positive and negative emotions, feelings, and thoughts that typically 
occur.  Then, develop a strategy to deal with some of the obstacles/challenges you may face during 
the competition. 

 
• Prepare or distractions and unexpected events.  Anticipate things that can potentially go wrong and 

develop a strategy to deal with each of these distractions/unexpected events (i.e., bad weather, delay 
in start,) so it doesn’t hurt your performance. 
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• Build self-confidence (See Section on Self-talk).  One of the best ways to build self-confidence is 
through performance accomplishments.  This can be achieved by using imagery where you see and 
feel yourself performing successfully.  Such imagery can help you approach the competition with the 
belief that “I can do it.” 

 
• Live in the now, cover your bases.  Your performance plan can be a ‘security blanket’–something to 

turn to when experiencing stress or to prevent being distracted by the environment.  You have 
developed your performance plan to get you optimally prepared for the competition.  Trust it.  Make a 
commitment to adhere to your performance plan before every competition. 
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SELF-EVALUATION OF PERFORMANCE PLANNING 
 

Where Am I Now?  Rating Your Own Performance Plan 
 
Rate each of the items listed below to assess your awareness and use of competition performance plan 
strategies. 
  0=Never  1=Sometimes   2=Almost Always 
 

_____ 1.  I know what to say to myself to perform well in competition. 
 

_____ 2.  I am able to control my focus before a competition. 
 
_____ 3.  I know what my Energy Target is and how to control it. 
 
_____ 4.  I have effective imagery routines on competition day for motivation and strategy.  
 
_____ 5.  I can deal with distraction and stick with my competition plans at big competitions. 
 
_____ 6.  I can avoid the social pressures and attend to the task at hand - competition. 
 
_____ 7.  I have a specific physical and warm-up routine and a routine to get my sport skills ready.                         
 
_____ 8.  Regardless of the pressure or the level of competition I have a means of mental preparation  
           that I use consistently. 
 
_____ 9.  If my readiness plan is interrupted I have a planned way to get myself back on track. 
 
_____ 10.  My self-talk is positively phrased and focused. 
 
_____ 11. I have a specific mental warm-up and readiness routine. 
 
_____ Total (Add up your answers) 

 
If the total score added up to: 
 
16-22:  Good Job!  It seems like you are not only aware of how you need to think and feel to perform well, 
but you are consistently doing things before a competition to help you reach this “mental state”.  Read this 
section to pick up some new ideas. 
 
9-15:  Keep Working.  You’re on the right track but need to work some more on developing and using a 
performance plan. 
 
0-8:  Time to get started.  Performance planning is crucial to performance.  You need to start figuring out 
how to best prepare yourself for competition.  Read this section to help you develop a plan that will work for 
you. 
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PERFORMANCE PLAN SUMMARY 
 
 

t

 

 
• Self-talk:  Before the competition, your internal talk should be positive, motivating and instructive.  

Include cue words that tell you what to do or help bring about a feeling of confidence and state of 
readiness. 

 
 

• Imagery:  Create success-oriented mental images recalling past accomplishments or imagining success 
in the upcoming competition.  Imagery can also be used to rehearse the competition, your competition 
strategy and your competition focus. 

 
 

• Atten ional focus: Direct your focus on the task ahead of you.  Use visual reminders or cue words to 
direct your attention appropriately. 

 
 

• Competition goals: What are you trying to accomplish today?  Have control over your goals and commit 
to striving toward them. 

 
 

• Arousal regulation: Be aware of the arousal level at which you perform best (i.e., relaxed, moderate 
activation, “pumped up”).  Have a variety of strategies you can use to attain this arousal level. 

 
 

• Distraction control: What takes my mind away from good competition preparation? I plan to control 
this by… 

 
 

• Honor you commitment: Are you ready to stay in the moment and stick with your pre-competition plan 
when things don’t go as expected or desired? 

 
 

• The goal of best effort and satisfaction: sometimes all you accomplish is that you did your very best. If 
you give it all you have, be satisfied with that. But don’t kid yourself. If you only gave 98% you should 
not be satisfied. Only 100% counts.
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PERFORMANCE PLANNING: EXERCISE # 1 

 

Competition Reflections Form 
 
How do I get started on developing a plan that will work for me?  Begin with the end in mind.  Identify how 
you need to think and feel to perform at your best.  Then, identify what you need to do to get into this ideal 
performance state.  It is helpful to refer to past experiences to figure out what seems to work for you.  
Respond to the questions from this competitive Reflections Form (developed by Orlick, 1986) to help you get 
started on developing a performance plan that will work for you. 
 
A. Think of your best performances in the past year and respond to the following: 
 
   How did you feel just before the event? 
 

No Activation   1      2      3      4      5  Highly Activated 
(Mentally/Physically Flat)       (Charged) 
 

 
Not Worried/Scared     1      2      3      4      5  Extremely Worried 

 
 

• What were you saying or thinking to yourself before the start of the competition? 
           

 
 
 

     
• How were you focused during the competition?  What were you aware of or paying attention to during 

the competition? 
 

 
 
 

 
 
B. Now, think of your worst performances in the past year when responding to the following: 
 

How did you feel just before the event? 
 

No Activation   1      2      3     4      5  Highly Activated 
 

Not Worried/Scared  1      2      3      4      5  Extremely Worried 
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• What were you saying to yourself or thinking before the start of the event? 
 
 
 
 

 
• How were you focused during the event?  What were you aware of or paying attention to during the 

event? 
 
 
 
 

 
• What are the major differences in your arousal level and your thoughts prior to these two 

performances?  In your focus of attention during the performance? 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Review your response to the questions above.  In particular, note the differences between your thoughts, 
focus, and arousal level before your best versus worst competitions.  How would you prefer to think/feel 
before you perform?  How would you prefer to focus before and during the competition?  With this in mind, 
begin figuring out specific strategies to help you reach this optimal performance state.  For example, if you 
tend to perform your best when you are intense and aggressive, identify specific things you can think, say, 
and do to help you attain this feeling.  Or, if you tend to get overly anxious when you think too much about 
the competition, figure out what you can do to purposely distract yourself until moments before the start 
(listen to music, talk with friends/family, play cards). 
 
• Before I perform my optimal performance state consists of: 
 

 
 
 

 
• Strategies to help me achieve my optimal performance state include: 
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PERFORMANCE PLANNING: EXERCISE # 2 
 
 

Pre-Competition/Competition Performance Plan Worksheet 
 
Complete the following worksheet to aid in developing your pre-competition routine. In the “Mental” column 
include strategies that you use to prepare yourself mentally for a competition. In the “Physical” column include 
strategies that you use to prepare yourself physically for a competition.  Note how the physical and mental 
aspects of preparation are combined, an indication of their inter-relatedness.   
Below are examples of elements you might include in your performance plan:   
 
     Imagery      Cue words      Self-coaching statements  
     Strategy rehearsal     Competition goals      Competition focus rehearsal 
     Energy management strategies   Emotional management strategies    

 
      

When Mental Physical 
Wakeup 

 
 

 

  

Traveling to competition site 
 
 

 

  

General warm-up 
(30 Minutes before start) 

 
 

  

Focused warm-up 
(10 minutes before start) 

 
 

  

Last minute 
(1 minute before start) 

 
 

  

Critical moment during competition 
 
 

  

Critical moment during competition 
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