
 
 

INTRODUCTION TO IMAGERY 
 

What is Imagery?  
 
“Using all the senses to create or re-create an experience in the mind” (Vealey & Greenleaf, 2001). 
 
“Using all of the parts of your sensory imagination to create a mental representation of a past or future event 
in order to plan or practice that event to meet personal desires” (Keller, 2004) 
 
Imagery is a function of memory. It is the recreation of a past event or the assembly of a novel never-before-
happened event in the mind from pieces of prior experiences. It is another of the natural daily functions we 
perform as human beings. When refined, it can greatly help us to enhance our performance both in athletics 
and in life’s everyday demands. Imagery is also connected to imagination. It can be a form of simulation 
where you try to imagine what could be without the real life consequences or ramifications of a particular 
action. The difference between imagery and actual practice is that all the action occurs in your mind.  
 
It is estimated that people learn the large majority of what they know and the skills they employ in everyday 
life in the first 2-3 years of life. Infants and young children acquire a great deal of motor skill and ability before 
they have much in the way of language. Indeed, language itself is largely learned by associating sounds with 
objects seen in the environment. Put simply, small new people think in pictures, sounds, tastes, and feelings 
while gaining life skills. These are the same sensory building blocks used in the manipulation of imagery for 
performance enhancement in sport. In this regard, imagery training is like regaining, through deliberate 
practice, our most effective learning and skill acquisition period of life.  
 
Over 100 years ago William James, one of the greatest psychologists in history said that people tend to 
become what they think of themselves. As you form and live by your self-image, it is exactly that, an image. 
Imagery is thinking in pictures, thinking in sounds, thinking in emotions and feelings. Imagery is pervasive. We 
all do it to one degree or another, at some level of skill, all the time. In 1992 USSA Sport Science conducted a 
study of the national alpine men and women’s teams to assess the athletes’ and coaches’ personal opinions 
about the value, importance, and use of mental skills in ski racing. In response to the questions concerning 
what skills they were using, 100% of the athletes reported extensive use of imagery or visualization.  
 

How Does Imagery Work?  
 
Imagery is the use of your five senses to remember something, or to plan something when not actually 
“there”. It is used for mental rehearsal of movements, of behaviors, or of emotions and feelings. It can also be 
used when dreaming about your ultimate goal or when planning how to execute a particular movement you 
have been practicing.  
 
Another way mental imagery can be helpful is by preparing you for performing successfully by imagining 
yourself performing a skill perfectly—mentally rehearsing the skill the way you want it to happen. Imagery can 
also help you make contingency plans for all situations that may occur during training, competition, or just as 
a part of everyday life. Good imagery skills can be used to help you adjust your pre-competitive and 
competitive mood and energy levels.  
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Most athletes already use mental imagery naturally, though often not in a systematic or purposeful manner. 
Some athletes may shy away from actively practicing imagery because they have not easily mastered the 
skills, or because they doubt its effectiveness. Just like any physical skills you use, mental skills such as 
imagery, need to be practiced and used in a variety of settings so that you can call on them when the 
pressure’s on. 
 

Types of Imagery 
 
There are five different types of imagery, defined by the function, or purpose the imagery is meant to address. 
In other words the kind of imagery you are using is determined by why you are doing it. Research (Hall, et. al. 
1999) has identified 5 different types of imaging based on what the goal of an outcome is. These are called: 
 

• Motivational-Specific (MS): This is imagery intended to motivate the athlete in an intentional way 
toward a specific goal. Examples would be imaging oneself standing on the podium at the Olympic 
games, hearing the Star Spangled Banner being played with a medal around your neck, or winning a 
specific race such as the National Alpine Championship slalom, or making the call to tell your parents 
that you achieved some goal. 

 
• Mo ivational General- Maste y (MG-M): This is imagery designed to enhance the state of “being” 

something or of having some characteristic. Examples include: imaging being totally confident in your 
preparation or composed and relaxed at the start of a peak event. One might image overhearing 
themselves described as an athlete that never quits or gives up, or of being “mentally tough”. A visual 
image of a headline in Ski Racing about you winning a major event would be an MG-M image. 
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• Motivational General Arousal (MG A): This imagery has to do with the emotional aspects of events, of 
activating or relaxing in a situation. Examples include: imaging a downhill race run over 90 seconds as 
in CG mental rehearsal one might include feelings of fatigue and pushing through that fatigue in the 
last part of the course. In imaging and planning a start routine in a peak event one might include the 
planned self-talk, the focus cues, and the feelings of arousal regulation. You might add feelings of an 
increased heart rate, of “butterflies”, or other somatic feelings that are typically present in order to 
realistically prepare for the actual event.   

 
•  Cognitive Specific (CS): This is the kind of imagery most people think of when they think of “doing 

Imagery”. The goal of CS imagery is to mentally practice a skill or movement set in order to learn or 
refine that skill. This is visualizing a double pole-plant or visualizing your putting stroke in golf. 

 
• Cognitive General (CG): This is the type of imagery used in mental rehearsal of a competition or 

specific skills within a competition. It is about strategy and tactics of a competition or practice run. Ski 
racers use this type of imagery every run. 

Keys to Use 
 

• Vividness: A goal in imagery practice is to achieve realistic, detailed images that are rich in detail. This 
may take practice. Some people have a definite set of senses that they prefer, or can use with greater 
clarity. Don’t worry about it, play to your strengths while working on those senses that are less 
developed. 
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• Control: A second goal is to gain control over your imagination. This too develops with time and quality 
practice. Control is important because you need to be able to direct the process and outcome of your 
imagery sessions. The mind will do as instructed, even if instructed wrong. There is nothing to be 
gained in learning and rehearsing mistakes or incorrect technique.   

 
• Use as many of the senses as possible: 

 Visual sense, the formation of pictures or movies 
 Auditory sense, the sounds in the situation 
 Kinesthetic awareness of body position and movement of the body 
 Touch, the tactile sense of contact and feel 
 Smell, the olfactory sense adds reality 

 
• Add Emotion to you images: How many times do you react to the question “How did that feel?” from 

an emotional rather than a tactile or kinesthetic perspective? Feelings of “good” and “bad” are a more 
common response than what the senses recorded. When using imagery for role-playing or performance 
planning include your emotions. 

 

Using Imagery 
 

• To practice Success: You can see and feel yourself achieving your goals. This helps to build confidence 
that these goals can be achieved and expand your perceptions of the boundaries of your abilities.  

 
• To motivate:  Sometimes in the middle of a long period of training, it can become difficult to maintain 

the proper intensity level to help get the most out of practicing. Thoughts and images of past and 
future competitions can be helpful in maintaining your persistence and intensity level while training and 
competing.  

 

f

• To Manage your energy Level: You can change your energy level with imagery, using calming images 
to relax yourself, or energizing images to “psych” yourself up. 

 
• To learn/perfect skills: Imagery can be used as an additional form of practice to help you master a 

particular skill.  Or, imagery can be used to correct errors in skill execution—by reducing complex 
movements to simple skills and slowing the movements down to better analyze them for technique 
errors.  It is important to then imagine the skill in “real” time with the errors corrected (Real time is 
imaging in the same amount of time it takes to do the skill in reality). 

 
• To refocus:  During practice and competition, many distractions can arise that prevent you from 

maintaining your optimal focus.  Imagining what you want to focus on can often help get you back on 
track, by helping remind you what is important. 

 
• To prepare or competition: Just as you need to prepare physically for competition by stretching and 

warming up, you need to get yourself mentally ready.  You can imagine yourself in the competition 
environment and mentally rehearse key elements of your performance.  You can also prepare for the 
unexpected by imagining yourself in difficult situations and then seeing yourself successfully dealing 
with them. 
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• To recover from injury: Form pictures of the blood carrying nutrients to the injured area.  Picture/feel 
the injury healing itself.  Take it to the cellular level.  Imagine that your pain can be sent to a place 
where it will not bother you.  Practice sending it there. 

 
• To rehearse responses to the unexpected: Role-play responding to unexpected events.  Expect to be 

surprised and imagine how you will control and channel your response toward a productive outcome. 
 

 
 

Copyright  2004 U.S. Ski and Snowboard Association All Rights Reserved 



 
 

SUMMARY OF IMAGERY 
 
 

• At first build imagery skills while calm and relaxed: Imagery practice is most effective when the 
mind is calm and the body is relaxed.  Begin in a quiet place where you will not be distracted. Do a few 
minutes of your favorite relaxation routine. 

 
• Use all your senses and add spatial awareness and kinesthetic movement feeling: Often, 

athletes only use their visual sense when imaging—seeing themselves perform as if they are watching 
video.  This is only one sense and only one view. Add what you feel, hear, your thoughts, your body 
position, what you smell and taste, as these are all part of the athletic experience.   

 
• Seek clear images: Try to make the sensory inputs as sharp as you can. 

 
• Control your images:  Practice makes perfect. Work toward making sure your mental rehearsal is 

what you want as an outcome. See yourself successfully completing your actions.   
 

 

• Follow the easy-to hard practice protocol: It is  best to first learn and practice your imagery in a 
quiet environment with few distractions. Initially, use non-threatening and non-stressful images, so 
that your imagery skill can be more fully developed in a low stress environment.  Gradually add more 
challenging scenarios to your mental practice. The outcome after all is to use your images effectively at 
the most stressful and pressure-filled moments of competition. 

 
• Practice, practice, and still more practice: Like physical and sport skills, mental imagery can only 

be improved through practice.  Spend at least 20 minutes a day working on your imagery skills. 
 

1. As you stretch and warm-up in the morning 
2. On the way to practice (unless you are the driver!) 
3. Before practice, again during warm-up 
4. During and after watching video sessions 
5. In the start area before competition 
6. While winding down from the day 

 
• Versatility of Imagery: Imagery can be used with and to enhance just about every other mental tool 

skill there is. It has many, many uses. Be sure to explore them all to help your improvement as an all-
round preparation tool. 

 
• Getting Better:  How will you know if you are improving? Commit to spending a certain amount of 

time each day practicing your imagery skills. This can be a playful exercise of acquisition; make up 
games of recall for specific events or sites and see how much detail you can add. Then practice 
changing it around like mentally rearranging all the furniture in your house. 
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IMAGERY: EXERCISE # 1 
 

Develop Your Mental Imagery Skills: Basic Preparation 
 
First, complete your preferred relaxation routine in order to achieve a state of complete relaxation. While this 
step is important in the early stages of learning and acquiring imagery skills, remember that the goal of a PST 
program is to effortlessly and effectively perform mental skills naturally as a normal part of your performance 
skill set. You don’t, and won’t, always have to do a relaxation exercise to effectively use imagery. 
 
When you feel completely relaxed, imagine a blank movie screen in your mind…then begin to picture a setting 
in your mind where you are completely relaxed…for example, lying on the beach or sitting beside a quiet lake 
in the mountains…it must be someplace where you have been and have felt or can imagine feeling completely 
relaxed and tranquil. 
 
Where will you practice?  
 
 
 
 

 
Once you have created this place in your mind, begin to sense all of its details in your mind…picture the 
sights, smells, sounds, and colors…imagine that you are really there…if it helps, actually imagine touching the 
sand, grass, or whatever else is in your quiet place… 
 
My preferred Quiet setting is: 
 
 
 
 

 
When you feel completely relaxed and tranquil while imagining yourself in your quiet place, you should give 
yourself three positive self-statements that reflect positive aspects about yourself as an athlete and as a 
person. The goal here is to establish a positive belief in yourself and in the pursuit of your own goals… 
 
Three positive things about me: 
 1.  
 
 2.  
 
 3. 
  
At the same time, begin to think of a cue word that reminds you of this quiet place…the cue word can be used 
during a competition (e.g. prior to stepping in the starting box) to help achieve brief relaxation when you feel 
your body becoming too tense…this cue can be used to help picture your quiet place in your mind immediately 
prior to a competition so that you can take that brief deep breath before the start of your competition…etc… 
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My Imagery Cue word(s): 
___________________________________ _____________________________ 
 
After you have achieved comfort and relaxation in this quiet place, you can visualize either a practice or 
performance scenario. This will differ according to event, but the concept is the same.  Whether it is a practice 
or actual performance scenario, the goal is to visualize yourself successfully achieving your athletic task… if it 
is getting an explosive start, for example, you should visualize yourself successfully exploding from the gate. 
 
Practice or Competition Scene: 
 
 
 
 

 
It is helpful to visualize both internally and externally…internal imagery is visualizing yourself from your own 
perspective in order to experience the kinesthetic movement required for the task.  For example, with practice 
a skier will actually feel his weight transferring on each turn…or feel the edges of the ski slicing through a 
difficult part of the course…again, focus on successful completion of the task… external imagery is the actual 
viewing of oneself as if you were a spectator… watching yourself from the finish line as you successfully 
complete a race, for example, allows you to actually visualize and picture corrections in your task.  Both forms 
of imagery are very helpful, but beginners should focus on internal imagery to start with, and then develop 
external imagery skills as they work on corrections of athletic tasks… 
 
Whether it is a practice or actual competition scenario, the visualization occurs after you have established a 
comfortable level in your quiet place…be able to switch from the quiet place to a competitive or practice 
situation…that is, see, hear, smell, and feel all of your environment (e.g. the coolness of the air, the wind 
blowing through the trees, the sound of skis on snow, etc…). It is essential that, in your mind, you picture the 
surroundings as closely as possible. If you are imagining yourself competing in an environment that may be in 
another country or city, either try to recall how it looked from past experience, or have your coach or 
teammates describe it to you…attempt to picture it in your mind…upon arriving at a foreign site, take some 
time by yourself and try to get a mental picture of the surroundings. 
 
When you choose which event or task you will be visualizing remember to visualize successful completion of 
the task… see yourself doing the task correctly successfully.  It may be helpful to focus on effort rather than 
outcome, considering that you can only control yourself and not your opponent.  For example, you may want 
to visualize yourself setting a personal record time, rather than finishing first.  When athletes describe the flow 
experience, it is usually related to the feeling…not the final result.  It is equally important that you pay 
attention to how you feel when successfully completing the task…(e.g. confident, poised, relaxed). 
 
When you have finished visualizing the task, imagine yourself returning to your quiet place, by either switching 
the mental picture or using your cue word. Again give yourself 3 positive statements. 
 
Record Important Impress ons i
 
If you wish you can record you impressions and successes in an imagery log or in your ‘success log’. Such 
things as what was externally present, or what internal feelings were effective, affirming or just pleasant. If 
you review a series of impressions you will see your growing skill. 
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IMAGERY: EXERCISE # 2 
 

Imagery Sensory Checklist 
 
This is an exercise designed to help you begin to integrate your senses into your imagery.  As you 
create each of the following images in your mind, rate your ability to do so based on this scale: 
 
  0=No Image   1=Some Image  2=Clear Image 
 
You may want to close you eyes for some of the exercises. 
 
____ 1.  The feel of your competition uniform and equipment when fully prepared to begin competition 
 
____ 2.  Your bedroom at home 
 
____ 3.  The sounds of your current favorite song 
 
____ 4.  The taste of your favorite ice cream 
 
____ 5.  The feel of your skates on the ice, your skis on the snow, your cleats in the track or grass of  

  the field 
 
____ 6.  Jumping into a cold mountain stream 
 
____ 7.  Running up stairs 
 
____ 8.  Dribbling a basketball or throwing a baseball 
 
____ 9.  The sound of a club meeting a ball during a perfect 300-yard drive 
 
____ 10.  The weight of your legs or the pain in your legs after a 400-meter (or 440 yard) run 
 
____ 11.  The smell of your locker room 
 
____ 12.  The fit and feel of your competition helmet or headgear 
 
____ 13. Your best friend’s face 
 
____ 14. The last piece of advice you got from your dad 
 
____ 15. The most critical piece of terrain on the most difficult competition track/field 
 
You may notice, as you review your scores, that certain senses produce clearer images than others.  
This may provide direction for extra attention and practice—create your own images to test those 
senses you have the most difficulty with. 
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IMAGERY: EXERCISE #3 

 

Imagining Competition Skills 
 
As you refine your ability to imagine with all of your senses, you want to begin using imagery to see yourself 
performing the skills of your particular sport.  Following these steps may make it easier to do this: 
 
Imagine that you are in a typical training arena.  Use your imagery skills to inventory your training 
environment. What is generally around you: equipment, apparatus, coaches, a court or track, mountain slope, 
trees, other athletes? Imagine yourself having arrived to train. What are you wearing? What do you have to 
put on? What other equipment do you have/need.  
 
Training s te contains:  i
 
 
 
 

 
Get ready to train.  Put on your equipment. Feel yourself warming-up and stretching. Do some movement 
drills/exercises. 

 
My warm-up routine is: 
 
 
 
 

 
Imagine yourself performing a specific sport skill.  Feel free to use some actual movement and other senses if 
they help make the imagery more vivid. 
 
Skill Images: 
 
 
 
 

 
Use the factors you learned in the introduction to imagery: 
 

• Are your images clear and vivid? Add detail, as you get better. 
• Can you control your images? If not try to get further into the image each time before you make a 

mistake. The further you get the more progress you are making. 
• Do you see yourself as a picture or video image? Try to see the image as it appears to you or 

experience it in real time and execution. 
• Keep adding more types of sensory data. 
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IMAGERY: EXERCISE # 4 
 

Competitive Situation Imagery 
 
As stated numerous times and ways throughout this CD the point of these exercises is to prepare you to use 
the tools to improve performance in competition. This continues the easy-to-hard pathway of effective 
performance under pressure. After some practice of the basic skills and use in training it is time to apply to 
competitive situations. You can first do this by reliving or creating imagined competitive scenarios in the same 
non-distractive environment as used for basic skill acquisition. You will quickly want to move toward 
competition simulation scripts used in practice and actual competition simulations or scrimmages. If your sport 
plays ‘practice games’ or has time trials these are great opportunities to hone imagery skills. 
 
Competitive Emotions 
 
There may be heightened emotions during competition due to pressure from teammates, coaches, family, or 
obligations. These emotions or emotional component are present in competition but are not present in 
practice, unless you put them there. One of the most useful manipulations of the imagery tool is to practice 
dealing with competitive emotions.   
 
Exercise A, Past Experience 
 
Use your memory to relive a vivid competition from the current or past season. Use all of your senses to add 
the sights, the sounds, the smells, and the environmental characteristics such as temperature, light and 
weather conditions. Review the entire day from wake-up through warm-up, and approach to the competition. 
Allow yourself to experience the emotions and sensations that accompanied this competition experience for 
you.  
 
List some of the emotions and feelings that you experienced before and during competition. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Exercise B, Next Season 
 
Pick a race or game site you know you will be playing at in the coming season. Make it as real and vivid as 
possible.  Go through your pre-competition routine. Imagine yourself following the steps of that routine up to 
the point where you are ready to start competing.  Use all your senses. Add the sensations and emotional 
feelings you usually feel during the build-up to competition. 
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Briefly record your planned imagery use before the competition: How do you incorporate it with the other 
aspects of your pre-competition routine? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Exercise C, Competition Time: 
 
Now imagine yourself in the actual competitive scenario, doing what you want to do with your typical mental, 
emotional and physical reactions. What images will help you? 
 
During competition, I want to feel… 
 
 
 
 

 
During competition, I want to visualize… 
 
 
 
 

 
 
During competition, I want to focus on… 
 
 
 
 

 
During competition, my target(s) are: 
 
 
 
 

 
During competition, I will: 
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IMAGERY SELF-EVALUATION 
 

Where am I Now?  Rating Your Own Imagery Skills 
 
Here are some questions you can ask yourself to help you see where your imagery skill strengths are, as well 
as areas you may want to focus on to further develop your abilities. 
 
  0=Never  1=Sometimes   2=Almost Always 
 
_____ 1.  I can picture myself clearly and with detail performing a complete skill sequence. 
 
_____ 2.  I can control my images, performing exactly as I want to, for an entire competition. 
 
_____ 3.  I use my kinesthetic sense in my imagery, feeling the movement sensations that come with  

    my sport. 
 
_____ 4.  While I am imaging the performance, the smells associated with what I am remembering,  

    rehearsing, or practicing are present. 
 
_____ 5.  The sounds associated with sport are part of my memories and mental rehearsal. 
 
_____ 6.  When I am anxious or tense, I can imagine calming images to relax myself. 
 
_____ 7.  When I am “flat” or too relaxed, I can imagine exciting or uplifting images to get amped. 
 
_____ 8.  I can successfully mentally rehearse the performance of a skill when I am practicing.  
 
_____ 9.  I see myself achieving my dreams when I am looking for extra motivation. 
 
_____10. I mentally rehearse my game strategy and tactics prior to competition. 
 
_____ Total (add up your answers) 
 
 
If your score added up to: 
 
14-20: You appear to have learned the basics of imagery, and can use the skill effectively when you need it.  
Read ahead for some additional ways to use and benefit from this skill. 
 
7-12:  You have had some experience with imagery use, but you may need some additional training to make 
your images controlled and vivid, to learn how to use all of your senses in your imagery, and/or how to make 
sure you can use it when you really need it.  Additional training tips are discussed later; you may benefit from 
reviewing all the exercises in the exercise section. 
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0-6:  You could definitely benefit from some additional training on how to use your senses and imagination 
effectively.  Read ahead for step-by-step information on how to build your own imagery-training program. 
Begin with the first exercise in the exercise section. 
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