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“We must undergo a hard winter training and not rush into things for which 
we haven’t prepared.” - Epictetus 

”Make it as simple as possible, but not simpler.” - Albert Einstein 

"Not having heard something is not as good as having heard it; having heard 
it is not as good as having seen it; having seen it is not as good as knowing 
it; knowing it is not as good as putting it into practice.” - Xun  
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PROLOGUE 
It makes me so happy to see you here! It means that you are curious 
about learning how you can perform better by working on your mental 
skills. 

This handbook is aimed at athletes who aspire to improve their 
performance and see their potential flourish. 

When I was about to finish my sporting career, I decided to thoroughly 
investigate the questions I asked myself when I was an elite athlete: 

Why do some people perform better under pressure? 

Why, if everyone gets into a final with very similar marks, some perform 
much better than others? 

How can some players control their emotions when a penalty shot is so 
decisive? 

…And many more. 

This handbook will lay the foundations for learning how to perform your 
best when it really matters. 

You will not just learn what the top performers do to prepare themselves 
and achieve success under pressure but you will put these techniques into 
practice from the first to the last chapter. 

The journey through these four seasons has begun and it is an honor for 
me to be your traveling partner! 
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INTRODUCTION 
In 1918 Max Plank received the Nobel Prize in Physics and spent several 
months lecturing throughout Germany. 
They say that, wherever he went, he repeated the same speech and one 
day his driver snapped at him:  

“Professor Plank, it must be boring to tell the same thing every day, even 
if the scene and the audience changes. How about I go up on stage in 
Munich and you sit in the front row and put on my chauffeur cap?” 

The renowned scientist was amused by the proposal and accepted. Then, 
in Munich, his driver gave an extensive speech on quantum mechanics 
before a distinguished audience in the Bavarian capital. 

When it was time for questions and answers, one of the attending 
physicists asked him the first question and the clever speaker replied: “I 
would never have imagined that in a city as sophisticated and advanced 
as Munich, someone could ask such a simple question.” He directed his 
gaze towards the front row of the audience and continued:  

“My driver can answer this question.” 

Well, even being a very insightful person, it is clear that Dr. Plank's driver  1

had no practical or real knowledge of the matter, and often in life we 
meet people capable of citing theories without actually having lived or 
experienced them. 

Contrary to the usual trend, in my case, first came the experience and 
then theory, therefore, my aim with this book is to share with you a 
practical and empirical method aimed to improve your performance by 
working on your mental techniques and strategies. It will be a game-
changer. 

I present a four phase model, which I have called the four seasons, which 
would be winter, spring, summer and autumn. 

 I’ve read that perhaps the story about Dr. Plank´s chauffeur  is not quite true or that it didn’t happen exactly in that way. 1

However, the story is funny and works well for this context.

8



The model can be adapted to your actual training periods. So it does not  
matter if you do an individual sport or a team sport; a one peak sport or a 
league sport. You just have to adjust the periods. The same goes for 
Winter sports. All you need to do is flip the seasons. 

Simply put: 

•WINTER represents the pre-season or the high training volume phase. 

•SPRING would be a more specific phase closer to competitions. 

•SUMMER represents the competitive period. 

•AUTUMN or FALL would be the transition and recovery phase. 

Traditionally, sports training has focused above all on physical training, 
often ignoring other fundamental aspects of performance such as 
psychology, recovery or nutrition. 

Luckily today, there are many who also include within their preparations 
these three other fundamental corner stones for performance.  

However, in most cases, these do not usually work in an integrated and 
coordinated manner with the other elements. For example, the 
psychologist often does not know exactly in which training period the 
athlete is in, or the nutritionist is unaware of the caloric requirement of a 
specific week, However,, if we want to achieve optimal performance, 
these four pillars must work in a synchronized manner. 

The problem with psychology is its complexity.   

This complexity is due to the incalculable variables that come into play 
and to the fact that we cannot accurately measure what is happening in 
our minds as we can do with lab tests, muscle biopsies, etc. 

So, as Einstein said, "Make it as simple as possible, but not simpler”. 

Therefore, the more variables and the more uncertainty, the simpler the 
models should be. And for this reason, in the case of mental preparation, 
these models should be simple and effective. The important thing for us is 
just to know what works, even if it is not perfect. Also, it is important to 
remark that this model that I am proposing should follow the principle of 
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progression and be coherent with the training, nutrition and recovery of 
each period. 

You will only need two very simple and inexpensive things to put into 
practice the techniques and strategies I propose in this handbook: a pen 
and a diary. 

Every chapter will end with a specific exercise. The first chapters 
(motivation, goal setting, self-awareness and the development of our 
identity, dealing with difficulties and tolerance to fatigue and pain) will 
focus on reflection. Whilst, the last three chapters (imagery, mindfulness 
and autogenic training) will focus on practice.  

Many believe that mental work is like going to the physical therapist, “I lie 
down, I get a nice massage, and that's it”. But in reality, the best physical 
therapists I have worked with also make you work and give you 
homework to do on your own.It is the same here. If you want to improve 
psychologically, there are no shortcuts. You have to work, reflect, learn, 
change, master the basics, keep improving and keep working. 
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WINTER 
The philosopher Epictetus, who was born a slave, achieved his freedom and 
even founded his own philosophical school almost 2000 years ago, said that: 

“We must undergo a hard winter training and not rush into things for which we 
haven’t prepared.” 

Therefore, if we want to win, if we want to achieve our goals. prepara@on is 
essen@al. 

So how do we start preparing? 

We will start with a few psychological strategies and exercises that are 
important for laying the founda@ons for what we would like to see later in the 
more exci@ng seasons like Spring (pre-compe@@on period), where our efforts 
will start flourishing, and especially Summer (compe@@on period), where we 
will be able to see the fruit of our efforts. 
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MOTIVATION 
To be motivated means to be moved to do something. A person who feels 
energized or activated towards an end is considered motivated, whereas 
someone who has no impetus or inspiration to act is unmotivated. 

Motives for sport participation differ and a distinction can be made 
between one’s intrinsic motivation (the pleasure of participating, seeing 
some improvements, etc.) and extrinsic motivation (related to future 
rewards, external recognition, punishments, etc.). 

Someone who is intrinsically motivated is inspired to participate in sport 
without being driven by an external incentive. Individuals feel 
independence and competence  when doing activities that are enforced by 
intrinsic motivation. When a person is intrinsically motivated he will 
participate for the mere pleasure of the activity. 

So on one side of the spectrum we find  intrinsic motivation and on the 
other end is amotivation,  an absolute lack of motivation. 

When I was a competitive athlete, I asked myself the following three 
questions: 

Why do I do what I do?  
What do I want to achieve?  
What is my purpose? 

As an example, here are my answers when I was competing: 

Why do I do what I do?  

Because it reminds me of the fun I had with my father when we went on 
holidays with our kayaks. Also, because I remember what I felt when I took 
part in my first competition where I was second to last, and because of what 
I felt the first time I won the Spanish championships. 

What do I want to achieve?  

I want to be the best I can be. My best version. And if that helps me win 
competitions, fantastic!  
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(Well, depending on the day and on what was at stake I would’ve not been 
as cool and I would’ve been more focused on results, but I did try to see it 
that way most of the time) 

What is my purpose? 

Having fun doing what I love and doing what I am good at! 

Ok. Now I am going to answer the same questions but with my current 
situation. I still train almost every day and, even though I do not want to 
compete anymore, I still love improving my performance.  

Here are my current answers to the same three questions: 

Why do I do what I do?  

Because I love being in contact with nature, because I love the feeling of 
gliding over the water using just my own body as an engine, and because I 
love socializing with other paddlers who push me to go faster. 

What do I want to achieve?  

I just want to be as healthy as possible, both physically and mentally, and 
try to slow down my own aging process. 

What is my purpose? 

I want to continue having fun doing what I love and also I want to inspire 
those around me to stay healthy and have a good relationship with physical 
activity. 
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——————————————————————————————— 

LET´S PRACTICE! 

——————————————————————————————— 

Now it is your turn to answer those same three questions. You can write 
the answers in your diary. Remember not to judge yourself independent of 
the outcome. There is no right or wrong answer. The goal here is to 
understand what motivates us. 

• Why do I do what I do?  
• What do I want to achieve?  
• What is my purpose? 
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A LITTLE PERSONAL STORY 
Time for a personal story to give a bit of context for the next few 
chapters: 

In December 2010 I suffered a terrible motorbike accident, just nine 
months before the 2011 World Championships and Olympic Qualifiers. 
The floor was wet and I pulled the brake a bit too quickly and I started to 
lose control of the motorbike. As I was falling down I put my right leg out 
to keep balance, but my foot also slipped and got trapped between the 
floor and the motorbike. I heard several cracks from different parts of my 
back and neck. So I decided to lay still and hope that somebody would 
call an ambulance quickly. 
When I got to the hospital they took many X-rays and finally a doctor 
came to talk to me and give me some news. Just like in the movies, she 
said that she had two pieces of news: one good and one bad.  

“Which one do you want to hear first?” she said with a kind smile 
indicating that the bad one could not be too bad, or so I hoped. 

“The good one first, please” I replied.  

“Right, so your neck is fine, and your collarbone is slightly affected, but it 
will be absolutely fine in a few weeks without any intervention”. It was 
nice to hear that. 

“Ok, and the bad one is that your fibula is broken in two parts and we 
need to operate on it now”. 

After the operation, the traumatologist told me that I would have to have 
my leg in a cast for 6 to 10 weeks, depending on the recovery. 

I still hoped to compete at the World Championships in August so, whilst 
in my hospital bed, I started planning the following weeks and adapting 
my training to my new situation. 
I talked to my coach and he got me a kayaking ergo-machine, which is a 
kayaking simulator for dry-land training. I had to be in a wheelchair for a 
couple of weeks so I asked my parents to take the ergo-machine to our 
family country house where I could rest and train. 
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I was aware that suddenly I was in a much greater disadvantage 
compared to my direct rivals on the Spanish team. However, I knew that I 
should not focus on anything  that was not my own recovery and 
maintaining as much fitness as I could after spending a couple of days in 
hospital and being wheelchair bound. 

The key was focusing on what I could do to be better today than I was 
yesterday, and how I could be better tomorrow than I am today, rather 
than focusing on how much I had lost and what was at stake.  

Nine months later, I won the B Final at the World 
Championships securing an Olympic spot for Spain at the 
London 2012 Olympics and I also won the Relay with my  
amazing teammates. 

          Winning the World Championships with my Relay teammates 9 months after the accident. 

But life is not always a fairy tale with a linear progression and a 
happy ending. We will face many setbacks along the way and we 
have to learn how to dance under the rain. 

Ok, so we already know what motivates us and what type of 
motivation will be healthier for us in the long run. 

The next chapter is designed to teach you how to set goals 
clearly and effectively. 
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GOAL SETTING 
Goal setting is an effective behavior changing technique and helps us 
focus on what we really want to achieve. It increases an individual’’ 
motivational levels to achieve success by directing attention and applying 
energy levels into achieving the overall goal. 

If we want to be our best when it really matters, we need to develop a 
good goal setting system and that’s what we are going to accomplish with 
the next exercise. Remember that our goals should be realistic but 
ambitious. Not easy to achieve but not impossible. And, we have to follow 
the principle of progression and scaffolding. You can also use the SMART 
goal approach, which is a well-established tool that you can use to set 
your goals. 

This SMART acronym aims to break down five key aspects to achieving 
goals, and each letter represent the following concepts: 

Specific, 
Measurable, 
Attainable, 
Realistic and 
Time based 

However, my approach is this: 

I start with the long-term goals (six months to two years). I write them 
down on a piece of paper and then I put it in a drawer. This way, I can 
check out my long term goals if necessary, but they are not in front of me 
all the time. The everyday process is much more important.  

Then I write down the mid-term goals (twelve weeks to six months), and 
finally the short-term goals (from one to twelve weeks). 

You can always adjust the duration for each goal, but remember that they 
should, at least potentially, be achievable. So, challenging but achievable. 
Otherwise, they may  negatively affect your motivation. 
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For example, these were the goals I wrote down after I broke my leg on 
that motorbike accident nine months before the 2011 World 
Championships and Olympic Qualifier. 

Here we go: 

Long-term goals: What is my main goal? 

1. In nine months go to the World Championships and earn an Olympic 
spot for London 2012  

2. In 21 months compete at the London 2012 Olympic Games 

Mid-term goals: What do I want to achieve in the next few months so 
I can get closer to my main goal? 

1. In five months: qualify for the Spanish Team to take part in the first 
international competitions of the season 

2. In eight months: qualify for the World Championships 

Short-term goals: What do I want to achieve in a daily or weekly 
basis so I can be in track toward my main goal? 

1. Weeks 1 to 3:  

a) Set up the ergo-machine and adapt it so I can keep my leg up 
and straight 

b) Adapt my training plan so I can work out at home 

c) Get some basic gym equipment like dumbbells  

2. Week 4: on New Year´s Day (27 days after the accident) paddle on the 
water for the first time in weeks using a big and stable boat 

3. Week 5: go to the gym with my crutches and focus on my upper body 
muscles and my healthy leg 

4. Weeks 4 to 8: train in the local swimming pool with a canoe-polo 
kayak (a very small boat) so I can paddle on water whilst having a 
cast. 

5. Weeks 6 to 10: paddle on the water using a big and stable boat 

6. Week 10 onwards: train with my normal boat 
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        Wheelchair bound 9 months before the 2011 WC    Adapting my training to a new situation 

We can get even deeper by splitting each short-term goal into 
the following categories: a) psychological; b) training; c) 
technical; d) lifestyle; e) relationships; and f) results. 

The following examples are based on the first of my short-term 
goals I mentioned earlier: 

Short-term:  

1) Week 1: set up the ergo-machine and adapt it so I can keep 
my leg up and straight, adapt my training plan so I can work 
out at home, and get some basic gym equipment like 
dumbbells: 

a) Psychological: I know that this is going to be tough so 
I need to adapt my mindset to this new reality of 
having to train in very suboptimal conditions. 

b) Training: the weeks´ program is ready so I will try to 
do exactly the same number of sets and kilometres as 
it  prescribes. 

c) Technical: I need to get a mirror so I can check my 
technique and make the most of this setback to 
improve certain technical errors. 

d) Lifestyle: I am wheelchair bound so I will not be 
spending as many calories. Therefore, I need to keep a 
healthy diet and reduce my caloric intake. 

e) Relationships: this situation is hard not just for me 
but also for those around me, so I need to try to be as 
empathetic as possible. 

f) Results: I want to be successful on all fronts. However, 
if I do not succeed, I should not beat myself up.  
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I hope these examples help you to understand the process of 
goal setting.  

In the story about my accident and my comeback I ended saying 
that life is not always a fairy tale with a linear progression and a 
happy ending. Nine months after that accident I won the B Final 
at the World Championships securing an Olympic spot for Spain 
for London 2012, however, the following year I was not able to 
retain that spot for myself and my friend Saúl Craviotto ended 
up winning a silver medal at those Olympic Games. 

That said, I am convinced that a good goal setting system can 
help you get closer to your dreams. 
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——————————————————————————————— 

LET´S PRACTICE! 

——————————————————————————————— 

Now, I would like you to reflect on what you wrote in your diary 
for the second question of the exercise about motivation, where I 
asked you to answer the following question: 

What do I want to achieve? 

Once you have reflected on your answer to that question, write 
down in your diary the goals you would like to achieve in the… 

Long-term (six months to two years, or more) 

What is my main goal? 

Mid-term (twelve weeks to six months)  

What do I want to achieve in the next few months so I can get 
closer to my main goal?  

Short-term (from one to twelve weeks) 

What do I want to achieve in a daily or weekly basis so I can be in 
track toward my main goal? 

It is important to remember that: 

a) you can always adjust the duration for each goal. 

b) the goals should, at least potentially, be achievable.  
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SELF-AWARENESS AND 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF 
OUR IDENTITY 
This chapter will focus on improving our self-awareness and  developing 
our identity. 

Research suggests that when we see ourselves clearly, we are more 
confident and more creative. We make sounder decisions, build stronger 
relationships, and communicate more effectively. We’re less likely to lie or 
cheat.  

There are two broad categories of self-awareness. The first is internal self-
awareness. It represents how clearly we see our own values, passions, 
aspirations, fit with our environment, reactions (including thoughts, 
feelings, behaviors, strengths, and weaknesses), and impact on others. 
Internal self-awareness is associated with higher job and relationship 
satisfaction, personal and social control, and happiness. On the other hand, 
a lack of internal self-awareness is related to anxiety, stress, and depression. 

The second category, external self-awareness, means understanding how 
other people view us, in terms of those same factors listed above. Research 
shows that people who know how others see them are more skilled at 
showing empathy and taking others’ perspectives.  

As athletes, it is very important to be aware of our identity. So, if we 
haven’t got a  clear identity or we think we must change or improve it, we 
can create one that fits better with our motivation and our goals. 

I like to share an example of a friend of mine, Lucas Eguibar, the current 
snowboard border cross world champion. He was always a very talented 
snowboarder and was winning championships from an early age. 
However, just like many young athletes, the world is too exciting to just 
focus on a single task and a single goal. So, even though he really enjoyed 
his sport, he was not completely sure if he would continue dedicating all 
his time to such a high demanding career. But unfortunately, one day his 
brother Nico had a terrible motorbike accident, and he was nearly killed.  
This accident left him with physical disabilities and brain damage. When 
that happened, Lucas already had a very promising career, but his  
brother´s accident really affected him.   
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At that point he did not want to continue competing. However, Nico 
started making progress and even though he would be severely impaired 
for the rest of his life, for Lucas, seeing his brother´s attitude towards his 
recovery gave him the motivation and the meaning to really chase his 
dream of becoming the best snowboarder in the world. 

                            Lucas Eguibar and his brother Nico 

After his brother´s accident and having quit his sport for a few 
months he asked himself the following question: 

Who am I? 
Who do I want to be? 

A few months later Lucas won the World Cup. This year, he has 
become a world champion. 
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         Lucas Eguibar a few minutes after winning the 2021 World Championships 

Obviously, we do not need to go through these types of life-
changing experiences. However, it is very important to understand 
who we are and who we want to be.  
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——————————————————————————————— 

LET´S PRACTICE! 

——————————————————————————————— 

Get your diary and answer the following two questions: 

• Who am I? 
• Who do I want to be? 

These are quite big questions. I know. But you do not need to get 
too philosophical about them. Besides, oftentimes, I have observed 
that the answers change every year or every few years. So, we 
need to define our identity periodically as life and circumstances 
keep changing. 

For example, my answers in my early 20´s when I was struggling with 
different issues, or later on when I was in the prime of my career, or even in 
my early 30´s before I retired, being already a father and enrolled in a 
Ph.D. program, would’ve been quite different.  
The aim of this exercise is to have a good idea about who I am right now 
and who I would like to be in the future. Perhaps both visions may not be 
too different, but it will help us see a pathto greater success. 
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DEALING WITH 
DIFFICULTIES 
My friend Lucas Eguibar´s case may be more dramatic than most cases. 
However, probably most of us will have to deal with a difficult situation at 
one point. It may be an injury, an illness, a relationship break-up, the loss 
of a relative, or anyother type of challenge. 

As I mentioned in my personal comeback story  after that motorbike 
accident, the key for dealing with the challenges I facedwas to stay 
focused on what I could do to improve everyday instead of focusing on 
how much I had lost and what was at stake.  

Some of my academic friends get slightly offended when I tell them that 
most things we know about sport psychology were already mentioned by 
the Stoics 2,000 years ago. 

There are three strategies used by the Stoics that have worked for 
thousands of years: 

1) Understand that you cannot control what happens to you in life, 
but that you can always control what you will feel and do about what 
happens to you. 

2) Focus on the process and not so much on the outcome. 

3) See adversity and loss as an opportunity for improvement and 
becoming stronger. 

Here are eight quotes that provide  the necessary perspective when 
dealing with difficult situations. 
These reflections from Seneca, Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius, three of 
the greatest Stoic philosophers of all times, will help you reflect on how 
to deal with adversity.  
As the Stoic Emperor Marcus Aurelius wrote to himself in his book 
“Meditations”, the art of life is “more like the wrestler’s art than the 
dancer’s.” It teaches you to “stand ready and firm to meet sudden and 
unexpected onsets”: 
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No man is more unhappy than he who never faces adversity. For he is not 
permitted to prove himself. - Seneca 

Don’t hope that events will turn out the way you want, welcome events in 
whichever way they happen: this is the path to peace. -Epictetus 

If you are pained by any external thing, it is not this thing that disturbs you, 
but your own judgment about it. And it is in your power to wipe out this 
judgment now. -  Marcus Aurelius 

Every difficulty in life presents us with an opportunity to turn inward and to 
invoke our own inner resources. The trails we endure can and should 
introduce us to our strengths. Prudent people look beyond the incident itself 
and seek to form the habit of putting it to good use. On the occasion of an 
accidental event, don’t just react in a haphazard fashion: remember to turn 
inward and ask what resources you have for dealing with it. Dig deeply. You 
possess strengths you might not realize you have. Find the right one. Use it.- 
Epictetus 

I judge you unfortunate because you have never lived through misfortune. 
You have passed through life without an opponent— no one can ever know 
what you are capable of, not even you. - Seneca 

The impediment to action advances action. What stands in the way becomes 
the way. - Marcus Aurelius 

The true man is revealed in difficult times. So when trouble comes, think of 
yourself as a wrestler whom God, like a trainer, has paired with a tough 
young buck. For what purpose? To turn you into Olympic-class material.- 
Epictetus 

To bear trials with a calm mind robs misfortune of its strength and burden. 
- Seneca 
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——————————————————————————————— 

LET´S PRACTICE! 

——————————————————————————————— 

So now, I would like you to reflect on the following three questions: 

! How would I respond to a challenging situation that could 
happen anytime? (an injury, a cancellation of a competition, a 
sentimental loss, etc.) 

! How would I LIKE TO respond to a challenging situation that 
could happen anytime? 

! What can I do today to prepare myself to deal with a 
potentially difficult situation in the future? 

These questions are not intended to scare you or cause anxiety, but you 
need to become aware  that things can change very quickly and to 
develop a mental system of coping with these changes.  

As you will see, there is no easy answer and it will depend on the severity 
and the context of the situation. 

However, preparation to any eventuality is fundamental when dealing 
with difficulties. 
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TOLERANCE TO FATIGUE 
AND PAIN 
Since I was a young athlete, I never enjoyed being in the gym and lifting 
weights. Besides, I struggled to get strong and big. All I wanted was to be 
on the water with my friends and pushing myself hard. 

However, my coach always tried to explain to me the importance of 
strength and conditioning for my sport. I was a very fast paddler but in 
order to get faster I needed to create more muscle fibers that could be 
recruited to generate more power. 

At the same time, I loved speed workouts and did not enjoy the long stuff 
too much. However, once again, my coach had to explain to me that in 
order to handle many sprint sets at a time or many races in a day, I 
needed to build a solid aerobic base. 

So even though I did not enjoy either the strength training or the aerobic 
training I understood that I had to deal with the frustration of seeing only 
small gains in the gym and deal with the pain and the boredom of the 
long aerobic sessions. 

Perhaps this is not your case and you really enjoy doing the groundwork. 
However, most athletes struggle with different aspects of training or pain 
caused by injuries, and we need to learn to live with that and be at peace. 

When I was 16 years old I won the Spanish national championships so I 
was called to join the National Team that year to train for the World 
Championships. I remember that the training was so grueling one 
morning that I went to bed at 2pm for a nap and I woke up at 9pm 
completely disoriented. That’s 7 hours  for a nap! 

Many years later I went to train in Australia with my friend Ken Wallace, 
Olympic Champion in Beijing 2008, and the rest of the Aussie team. Most 
mornings we did 20 kilometres and we met at 5.30am in the boathouse. 
We finished our training session before 9am so everyone could go to work 
afterwards. I was still studying at the time so I went home and instead of 
doing something productive, I collapsed in bed every morning and slept 
for a couple of hours. 
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So, if you are going through a situation similar to this one, I want you to 
know that you are not alone. There are thousands of athletes fighting 
your same fight. 

——————————————————————————————— 

LET´S PRACTICE! 

——————————————————————————————— 

Get your notebook and reflect on the following questions: 

! How do I feel today? Do I feel tired or are any of my muscles 
hurting? Or both? 

! If I think rationally, are this feelings or pains normal and 
related to the type of training I am doing and the context I am 
in (perhaps I am studying for an exam or I am busier than 
usual at work)? 

Think about it and write your answers. 

The next four chapters do not require writing or reflecting much, so it is 
going to be fun. 
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Training with Ken Wallace, 2008 Olympic Champion. One of the 
toughest and kindest guys I have trained with.
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IMAGERY  
VISUALIZATION OF OUR SPECIFIC SPORT TECHNIQUE 

A large body of research shows that visual cues help to better regain and 
remember information. Imagery is a sensory experience that occurs in the 
absence of the usual external stimuli. In using imagery, athletes create or 
recreate an experience in their mind that seems like real-life. Currently, 
many elite athletes use imagery deliberately or unintentionally and an 
increasing number of recreational athletes are beginning to use this 
technique as well.  

For this exercise in the WINTER period, we are going to focus on just the 
basics of this technique and later on in the SPRING and SUMMER parts 
we will make them a bit more sophisticated and richer sensory 
experiences. 

——————————————————————————————— 

LET´S PRACTICE! 

——————————————————————————————— 

You need to find a quiet place where you can relax. You will sit down 
somewhere comfortable with the right temperature and dim light. Then, 
you are going to close your eyes and focus on your breathing for a couple 
of minutes. Once you have done that, you are going to focus on your 
sport technique. Imagine yourself  being filmed on camera and wanting to 
analyze and correct your own technique. Nothing else yet. No public, no 
competitive setting,  nothing. Just yourself doing what you like and what 
you are good at.  
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On the following photo-link you will find a short guided imagery video 
that I have designed for you: 

Once you have achieved that mental state and once you have 
achieved imagining yourselves doing your specific sport 
technique (it could happen the first day or not until a few weeks 
into the exercise), you will focus on those aspects that you can 
improve and do better. For that, you will focus on imagining 
your body posture and you will try to correct any asymmetries 
that you may be aware of. The idea is to imagine yourselves 
doing your best technique in a relaxed manner. 

It may take a while to achieve it, but do not worry. If you persist, 
you will get there. And if you can do it already, fantastic. Keep 
going. The experience will get even better in the SPRING and 
SUMMER seasons! 

To end this chapter, I suggest that you practice this imagery 
exercise at least twice a week before bedtime for 10 minutes. 
Although, you can do it any time of the day that you find a few 
minutes free from distractions and duties. 

A very young and talented surfer that I work with practices 
imagery every night before bedtime and he says that it has just 
become part of his daily routine. Something that comes to him 
naturally and effortlessly, like brushing his teeth before he goes 
to sleep. 
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MINDFULNESS 

… Start within ten seconds… I hear a beep and the yellow starting 
buckets are down. I did not expect such a quick start and I am not in a 
great position. It's okay, I still have 490 meters to show what I can do. I 
feel no panic nor any other emotion. I just carry on. What I am doing 
now, I have done thousands of times. I don't feel like I am thinking of 
anything. I just execute my movements commanded by the central 
nervous system. I pass the 250 meters mark and increase my pace. 
Normally I wait for the last 200 meters but today I decide to do it 50 
meters early. Why have I done it? No idea. I have a quick glimpse of the 
field and I find myself in first position and there are exactly 50 meters to 
go. About ten seconds. I have a blank mind. I cross the finish line and yell 
YES! 

These are the notes I wrote down when I won the European Under-23 
Championships. I just could not believe what happened and how I felt. 
For the rest of my sporting career, I wished that I could have a system to 
reach that state of mind again, but I did not know how. So, I decided to 
start investigating. 

Perhaps some of you have felt that in those competitions where you 
achieved optimal performance, your mind was in a kind of limbo, as if 
time slowed down and only that moment existed. This state of mind is 
known as a “state of flow” (defined by Mihály Csíkszentmihályi, 1975) 
and you reach it through a state of mindfulness or full consciousness.  

Mindfulness consists of being intentionally attentive to what we do, 
without judging or rejecting the experience we are living. 
It is paying attention to thoughts, emotions, sensations and the 
environment without judging them. 

This theory is based on Buddhist traditions and was introduced in the 
West by Jon Kabat-Zinn in 1982. 

The first time that I started to put mindfulness into practice in a conscious 
and systematic way was during the 2008 season, and since then I have 
been practicing this regularly and teaching it to many athletes and 
university students. 
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In the last couple of decades mindfulness has received a great deal of 
attention in fields as diverse as sport, education and health.  

In sport for example, studies suggest that performance outcomes are 
influenced by an athlete’s ability to remain non-judgmentally present with 
his or her internal experiences. They must do this while persisting with 
the task-at-hand despite possible internal discomfort, and without losing 
present-moment focus on the environmental demands of a given 
performance. 

So how can we reach this mindful state? There are many different ways 
but the one we use for this course will follow the same principle of the 
overall course progression. 

We will start with a simple sitting mindfulness exercise in this WINTER 
season and then we will start introducing some movement in the SPRING, 
and until we reach a more specific and complex types of movements in 
the SUMMER season. 

——————————————————————————————— 

LET´S PRACTICE! 

——————————————————————————————— 

First, find a relaxing spot, where you can be uninterrupted for a few 
minutes, and sit down either on a chair or on the floor. I prefer doing it 
on a rug sitting on the floor. 

Then, you can put your hands on your belly so you can feel every breath, 
or you can just lay them over your legs. 

Once you have done that, take a deep breath feeling how your lungs fill 
with air and your abdomen expands. Then, exhale without rushing.  

I usually do not count the duration of my breaths but if it helps, my friend 
Joe Jacobi, Olympic Canoe Slalom gold medalist in Barcelona ´92 and 
performance coach to athletes and executives, proposes a simple and 
effective 4x4 system: 
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• 4 seconds inhale 
• 4 seconds hold 
• 4 seconds exhale 
• 4 seconds hold 
• Repeat 

According to Joe, three or four sets of 4-4-4-4 counting is a helpful 
technique to be more attentive to this part of the practice. 

For this exercise, all I want you to try is to relax, focus on your breathing 
and as I mentioned earlier, pay attention to your thoughts, emotions, 
sensations and environment without judging them.  
You acknowledge them, but do not stick with them or struggle with them. 
Let them pass and continue focusing on your breathing and your feelings. 

In the following photo-link you will find a short guided mindfulness video 
that I have designed for you:  

My preferred time for this exercise is just when I wake up or when I go to 
bed. 
  

I suggest that you start doing it daily, but do not feel bad if you do not 
achieve that regularity. In this case, sometimes is better than never. 
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Although, I encourage you to stick with it for a week doing it daily, so it 
becomes a habit. 

Start with one minute today, and if you want to extend it, perfect!  

Then tomorrow, you add another minute, or whatever you feel like. 

The aim is to keep increasing the time and the focus until you reach a 
timeframe that suits you well (I usually never go longer than 15 minutes 
per session). 

Let´s see how it feels! 

One more chapter, and we are done with the WINTER season. I hope you 
are as excited as I am about SPRING! 
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AUTOGENIC TRAINING 
Before I came across mindfulness as a strategy for improving sport 
performance, I started learning about autogenic training as a relaxation 
technique from a sport psychology book my father bought for me. I do not 
remember the exact title of the book because I lent it to a friend many 
years ago and I lost touch with him. However, I still remember and apply 
the techniques I learnt from that book. It was written by an American guy 
who in the 70´s or 80´s went to Soviet Russia to learn from their system. 
So, despite suspecting some dodgy practices on the medical side, he was 
very impressed with how advanced and open-minded  their psychological 
approaches were, even accepting ideas from Buddhism considering that 
the USSR was an atheist government. 

Autogenic  training  involves  a  series  of  exercises  designed  to  
produce  warmth  and  heaviness sensations. Feelings  that  are  
typically  associated with relaxation.  

Within this form of self-hypnosis, you focus your attention  upon the 
sensations the you are attempting  to  produce.   

Developed  by Johannes Heinrich Schultz  in  the  1930´s,  autogenic 
training has been associated with reduced anxiety, heart rate and fatigue; 
and also with an increased sense of control, better focus and better sleep.  

The process involves six sequential training stages where  verbal  self-
statements are used to direct your focus to specific bodily sensations.  

In Stage One, the individual is guided to focus on achieving heaviness in 
the arms and legs, starting with the dominant arm or leg.  

Here, self statements such as “My right arm is heavy” are used 
repeatedly to achieve  heaviness, before the sensation is “cancelled 
out” by the individual— often through bending the arm, breathing 
deeply, and/or by opening their eyes.   

Once we have achieved those feelings, in Stage  Two the aim  is  to  
achieve  warmth  in  the  arms and legs. Similarly,  the  self-
statement “my right arm is warm” may be used  
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repeatedly during training sessions to help facilitate warmth in the 
right arm and then  other  extremities.   

Stage Three involves heart rate regulation, with the self-statement 
of “my heartbeat  is slow, relaxed, and calm.”  

Stage Four focuses on regulating breathing rate (e.g., breathing  is  
slow,  relaxed,  and  calm). 

In Stage Five, we try to feel sensations of abdominal warmth (i.e., with 
hand on abdominal  area, and the self-statement is “my abdomen is 
warm”). 

Finally, Stage Six is the cooling sensation of the forehead (i.e., the self-
statement is “my forehead is cool”). Once the individual 
is competent enough to control the sensations of heaviness and warmth 
of their extremities, their sensations of heart and breathing  
rates, and the perceived temperature of their abdominal area and 
forehead, then  the potential to achieve a relaxed state increases. 

Once we achieve all six stages, I also add a variation in which I tell either 
myself or my athletes or students to imagine that they have a ball in their 
hand and that they need to roll it from one hand to the other without 
losing contact with their skin. 

Then I tell them to move that imaginary ball wherever they want in their 
body, and finally, I tell them to focus on a part that may be hurting or 
slightly injured and to use that imaginary ball to massage it. 
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——————————————————————————————— 

LET´S PRACTICE! 

——————————————————————————————— 

Find a quiet and relaxing space where you can lie down. Focus on your 
breathing for two minutes  and you will start progressively going through 
all six stages of the autogenic training. 

Stage One: tell yourself “my right arm is heavy”repeatedly but in a calm 
way until you achieve  heaviness in your right arm. Then, tell yourself 
“my left arm is heavy”. After that, you move on to your legs and any other 
part of the body you choose. 

Stage Two: tell yourself “my right arm is warm” repeatedly in a calm 
way to help facilitate warmth in the right arm and then try to get that 
same feeling in other parts of your body. 

Stage Three: tell yourself “my heartbeat  is slow, relaxed, and calm.” 
in order to regulate your heart rate. 

Stage Four: tell yourself “my breathing is slow,  relaxed,  and  calm” 
until you achieve to regulate your breathing rate. 

Stage Five: tell yourself “my abdomen is warm” whilst you have one or 
both on your abdominal area in order to feel sensations of abdominal 
warmth. 

Stage Six: tell yourself “my forehead is cool” to achieve a cooling 
sensation on the forehead. 
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In the following photo-link you will find a short guided autogenic training 
video that I have designed for you: 

I suggest that you try this exercise a couple of times a week during this 
WINTER season, and feel free to increase the regularity if you think that 
you need to relax more and reduce your anxiety levels, for instance. 
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END OF PART ONE 
If you have reached this part of the handbook, I congratulate you and I 
thank you for joining me on this first part of the journey. 

You have done the most difficult part: the WINTER preparation. 

You have laid the foundations for the flourishing of your work (SPRING) 
and setting yourself up for collecting the fruit of that work (SUMMER).  I 
believe that you will like the next parts of the handbook, where you are 
going to dive deeper into the techniques that top performers use to 
prepare for the competitions and perform their best when it really 
matters. 

Take your time to practice all these WINTER strategies and remember 
that, even though it may feel like hard work sometimes, you should not 
stress about having to do these exercises. If one day you do not feel like 
doing them, do not worry. What is important is overall consistency and 
believing in the process. 

Now it is time for SPRING and to see the mental skills we have been 
working on flourish. 

— 

In the meantime, if you have any questions or you would like to have a 
formal consultation session for yourself, your team or your company, 
please, send me an e-mail to info@ekaitzsaies.com.
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