Dealing with Pre-Race Anxiety in Triathlon
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I hope I don’t drown.  I’m not sure I can finish this.  I hate swimming.  I know I’m going to come in last.  These are actual statements that I have repeatedly heard from fellow competitors before the start of a race.  I always wonder if triathletes think these statements will help them perform better, feel more relaxed, or if they’re even aware of how negative their thoughts are.  Anxiety is the most common pre-race emotion of triathletes.  It is perfectly normal to experience a certain level of nervousness before a race, but how you choose to handle that nervousness can make or break your performance, as well as your enjoyment.  

Hopefully, you engage in a training plan that is designed to help you have the best race possible, so why throw all of that away by thinking negatively?  When you tell yourself that you’re not prepared, you are simply programming your mind to believe you.  There are so many uncontrollable things in a triathlon race, whether it be the water temperature, the difficulty of the bike course, the weather, etc.  Why not try to control the things you can, like your thoughts?  First, start to become aware of the things that you say to yourself (or others).  Then ask yourself if these are statements that will help you to achieve your goals.  Next, consider whether these are things that you would say to your friends.  Before the start of a race, would you turn to your friends and tell them that they suck?  That you are certain they are going to lose?  Assuming that you like your friends, let’s hope that this is not the type of encouragement you are offering.  So why would you choose to be so degrading to yourself?  Then you have to come up with alternate ways of thinking before you race. Find confidence through the training you have gone through, great races you have had in the past, or your specific strengths in the sport.  You could also choose to think about your race plan or technique you want to focus on.  Even just thinking about why you love the sport of triathlon will put you in a better race-ready state than thinking about the things you dread.  Regardless of the distance of the triathlon that you are about to race, you are going to need energy – don’t waste it with negative thoughts. 

Also, keep in mind that the way we feel when we are nervous (i.e., butterflies in the stomach, raised heart rate) is the same way our body responds when we are excited.  When you notice your body feeling this way before a race, you can choose to tell yourself that you’re scared or that you’re excited.  You actually want your body to become activated in order to race well.  If you felt the same way you do before a race as when you are sleeping or sitting at your computer at work, your body is not going to feel prepared for the physical challenge that comes from competition.  So when you notice these physical symptoms, view it as a sign that you are ready to compete, not that you are going to fail. 

You can never be certain as to how you’re going to perform in a race, but don’t give yourself a disadvantage before you even start.  Rather than insisting that you’re awful, try to see what happens when you have a positive mindset.  Besides, you never know who will be listening to you at the race start and using your negativity to fuel their confidence in their ability to beat you.

