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Sports Psychology Strategy for Ironman & Triathlon Events 

I’ve explained many times that training and racing are 2 entirely different things. Your 

training is no more than physical conditioning and acts only as a rough gauge of your 

potential performances. With an over-focus on the training plan, athletes can often forget 

how to race and arrive on race day with no real thought or plan, hoping that their training 

will translate into a race performance. The biggest and the easiest thing you can do to 

enhance your race day performance, is to have a psychology plan / process which has been 

practiced repeatedly. It needs to be a very simple process that’s easy to repeat and it needs 

to be practical and easy to apply. I’m not a sports psychologist, but these are the key things 

that I believe as a coach, you need to consider. 

Practice makes perfect 

This isn't something that you can just do without practice and you should start with smaller 

events. The biggest issue I find with 'sports psychology' is that people think they can just 

turn up on race day and apply a strategy. That's not how it works, you need to practice 

multiple times before you get to the big day. This should be part of your pre-race routine 

and the more you practice, the better you will become. Use the smaller races to become 

familiar with the process. You should have the whole process clearly written down and you 

should repeat it and fine tune it at every race. Don’t chop and change it, build a simple 

process which becomes repeatable and familiar.  

To keep things simple, I've split the document into the following categories: 

1. Planning 

2. Strategy 

3. Mindset 

 

Planning: 

If you’re racing around the day before the Ironman triathlon because you need new tyres 

for your bike or you need to buy nutrition, something has gone seriously wrong. You’ve 

spent 9 months training and then you’re not even going to get your bike sorted? Seriously? 

The essential part of planning is your race day checklist. This will include a whole host of 

tasks which you can tick off in the week coming up to the event, on the day before the event 

and on the morning of the event. This checklist helps routine and keep you focused. 

What needs doing in the weeks leading up to the race? 

1. Have you got all the kit you need? 

2. Bike serviced and ready? 

3. Read all the info and know what you’re doing? 

4. Tapering / training for the final week decided? 

*You should expand each of the things above and go into more detail 



What needs doing 24-48 hours before the event? 

1. Have you packed everything you need – MAKE A LIST OF EVERYTHING NEEDED 

2. Have you finalised wake up times, travel times, parking and other logistics? 

3. What needs doing in the morning and in what order? - Breakfast, fluids, filling 

bottles, inflating tyres, what time leave and arrive, register, rack etc – WRITE A LIST 

OF EVERYTHING THAT NEEDS DOING AND IN WHAT ORDER AND BY WHEN?  

This is key. The pre-race checklist may sound like it’s counter-productive as it makes you 

think about things which will keep you awake at night! However, in the morning of a race, 

anxiety makes you lose concentration and focus. Have a list, WRITE IT DOWN, go through it 

methodically in the morning so you don’t make silly errors which ruin your race. This 

morning routine will give you confidence and help you to remain focused. 

Strategy 

Strategy refers to the process you will apply from the start of the event and includes a wide 

range of factors. Essentially, it will be a list of things which you need to do to achieve your 

best performances in the swim, cycle, run and in both transitions. We’ve talked before 

about ‘PROCESS ORIENTATED’ racing, this refers to you simply going through the processes, 

following the strategy and doing your own race, without being distracted by anyone else.  

When you’re stood on the start line of the swim, what exactly is your strategy? Where 

should you be lined up? How fast will you start? Are you going to draft? A lot of these things 

you may not yet know. You’ll most likely only finalise your strategy in the final weeks before 

the race. At this moment in time, you’ve no idea how fast you will swim, bike or run. You 

haven’t tried and tested your nutrition and you’ve no races or results under your belt.  

Your race day strategy will include a whole range of things such as: 

1. Pacing strategy – PE / HR / Power etc 

2. Tactical strategy (swim drafting, stay aero, fast cornering etc) 

3. Nutrition strategy and application 

4. Quickest way to go through both transitions 

5. Back up plans – what if stuff goes wrong? Plan A / B / C 

Write down everything you can think of, which you need to consider for your race day 

strategy, for each of the disciplines: 

Swim: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bike: 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Run: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Transitions: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Race day mindset 

In the week leading up to race day, spend some time thinking about the event. What do you 

think you’ll find difficult? What do you want to achieve? What do you need to do to achieve 

your goal? How would you like to see yourself on race day? What are your biggest fears? 

Your thoughts can change completely depending upon the race, the time of year, your 

objectives and just your general mood towards competition at that time. Your objective may 

simply be to enjoy the day, smile all the way round and not pressurise yourself with regards 

to where you finish or what other think. Alternatively, you may want to win the race and to 

do that you see yourself suffering and dealing with the pain / being mentally strong.  

There are no rules to this. It doesn't matter what your ability or objectives, take some time 

to think it through, then put that into 3 short phrases which you think sums it up best. Don’t 

underestimate the power of this simple task and the positive impact it can have on your 

race day mindset.  

Write them below: 

1. 



2. 

3. 

Once you’ve written them down, you’ve set your objectives and your mindset for the race.  

Race day mood & anxiety 

You need to be in the right mood on race morning. It’s easy to start ‘stressing’ when you’re 

working through your checklist above, but maintaining the correct mood is key.  

In the morning you may or may not suffer anxiety. Anxiety is a very common reaction to 

what your brain sees as a ‘threatening or uncomfortable situation’. You need to recognise 

that anxiety occurs and that it’s a natural response. If you don’t control anxiety, it can 

become all-consuming. People who don’t even recognise anxiety allow it to completely 

overwhelm them and you’ll often see people at the start of Ironman like a ‘rabbit in the 

headlights’ having forgotten any race day strategy.  

Step 1 is to pause and recognise it. Treat it as an old but irritating friend. Acknowledge it, 

accept that it’s normal, accept that to some extent it’s a chemical reaction out of your 

control and then refocus on your mood and your mindset. You should do the following: 

1. Recognise anxiety and then ‘box it’ 

2. Relax... simple meditation, think about breathing and heart rate, tune in and slow 

them down. Deep breaths in through the nose and out through the mouth. You 

should feel heart rate slowing and anxiety turning to calm. 

3. Repeat the 3 mind-set phrases that you wrote above. Set the tone for the say... 

remind yourself what you want to happen and how you want to be today. You can 

also visualise yourself being how you want to be, to further strengthen the mind-set. 

4. Have a race day play list with motivating tunes and put it on when you wake up and 

you’re making your breakfast. NEVER UNDERESTIMATE THE POWER OF A POSITIVE 

PLAYLIST. You can also play it in the car. Listen to the tunes, remind yourself of your 

3 key phrases and if there’s anxiety, recognise it and box it. Those 3 things will keep 

you in the right mindset and stop your attention shifting towards worrying and 

general anxiety.  

5. You will drift every now and again towards anxiety. Recognise it, accept it’s a natural 

response to race day, then repeat your phrases to set the tone... and turn up the 

play list. It’s race day, this is what you’ve trained for.  

Applying the strategy – Live in the here and now 

Don’t start running through your whole strategy for the day, you’ll just get stressed and 

there really is no need. The whole point in a process orientated approach is that you live in 

the ‘here and now’. What is it that you need to be doing right now to be the best you can 

be. If you’re stood on the start line of the swim, your positioning, your pace at the start etc 

are critical, it’s also important that your stroke doesn’t fall apart. It’s good to pick a couple 

of things that you need to do well to ensure a great performance. It may be as simple as 

RELAX, FLOW, BREATHE OUT AND PACE RIGHT, but that’s all you need to think about for 



now. You don’t need to be standing on the start line and thinking through your bike 

nutrition plan or bike pacing, focus on that once you start the bike.  

If you’re standing on the start of a duathlon run, probably the only thing you need to be 

thinking is “don’t go off like an idiot”. It’s not complicated, but generally 80% of the field go 

off too fast, because they’re not thinking about anything at all and they’re just anxious. The 

same applies to a 400/500m pool swim in a triathlon event, 80% of people swim the first 2 

lengths at a pace which they have no chance of sustaining for the full 400m. You have to ask 

the question “what were you thinking?” The reality is, they weren’t thinking anything, that 

was the issue. 

On the start line relax, remind yourself of your key phrases, remind yourself how you want 

be today and then ask yourself, what do I need to do right now to follow my strategy and be 

the best I can be? As soon as the gun goes, that’s a key moment for people to ‘lose the plot’. 

They can be stood on the start line thinking about their strategy, remaining calm and 

repeating their key phrases and all seems well. As soon as the gun goes and they dive into 

the water, all focus has gone. Instead they are concerned either with ‘external factors’ such 

as the rough water or they’re simply not thinking about anything at all. The outcome of this 

is that they forget their strategy, their stroke is usually a complete ‘car crash’ and at worst 

they have a panic attack as they’re so overwhelmed by everything. As soon as the gun goes, 

you need to check in with yourself, switch your focus internally, relax, how do you feel and 

are you doing what you should be doing right now? 

Understanding and managing your mood throughout the day 

People talk a lot about ‘mental toughness or resilience’ on race day, but it’s important to 

understand the impact of your mood upon performance. If we take Ironman as an example, 

the early hours in the race will be the easiest for you to manage and your mood will most 

likely be upbeat. As you reach the marathon and the miles progress, your fatigue levels will 

worsen to the point where you may have to walk, at this point you may feel physically 

exhausted. It’s no surprise that at this point, you won’t feel so upbeat, your mood will drop 

and your enjoyment may disappear. When this happens, you will reach a point where you 

just don’t want to go anymore and your mind will be telling you “I’ve had enough, I want to 

stop”. You’ll have to fight this negative mindset for the remainder of the marathon.  

You can’t separate physical fitness and psychology 

The body and the brain are completely linked, they’re not 2 separate things. So this is very 

simple... if your fitness levels are higher, it will be much later in the race when you start to 

struggle and you will remain upbeat for most of the race. If your fitness level is low, you will 

be unhappy quite early in the day. Nobody can battle a low mood for 6 hours and perform 

successfully. If you’re walking early in the marathon and all the enjoyment has gone, you’ve 

got to battle that low mood for a long time and nobody is mentally resilient enough to do 

that. 

 

 



It’s never hard when it’s going to plan 

We can further explain how ‘mood’ influences performance with the simple fact that ‘it’s 

never hard when it’s going to plan’. If your goal is to go under 12 hours at Ironman and in 

the final 6 miles of the marathon you find yourself running at 9 minute mile pace, knowing 

you’re going to miss your target, then the final 6 miles will feel mentally and physically hard. 

If however, you find yourself running at 9 minute mile pace, knowing you’re going to beat 

your target by 10 minutes, it will not feel painful at all. When you know the outcome is 

going to be positive, it’s much easier to deal with physical effort and associated pain. It’s 

quite simply because you’re happy.  

Experience is key 

Sports psychologists use the term ‘familiarisation’ which basically means you need to 

become accustomed to the effort and discomfort you will feel. You need to know what’s 

coming and what’s in store for you. If you’re not expecting it, then it’s very hard to come to 

terms with on race day.  

I spoke to a number of people at a 100 mile ultra-running race who dropped out at the half 

way point and asked them how they felt. The most common response was simply “Jesus... I 

wasn’t expecting it to be like that”.  

In their heads, people have a picture of how the race will ‘pan out’ and generally that’s not 

what happens. This picture is created from training, past race performances and 

comparisons with others (well she ran 4 hours and I can keep up with her in training). If the 

race day performance matches the picture in your head, your mood will remain upbeat. If it 

goes wrong and you’re walking from mile 1, your mood will crash and confusion will reign. I 

can tell you from experience, stuff will go wrong for most people and you won’t match that 

‘ideal picture’ in your head. I know from experience that the final 10 miles of the Ironman 

marathon is mentally and physically torturous. But I know that now, I’ve done it enough 

times to get my head round it so it doesn’t catch me out any more. I’m expecting it to be 

torturous and it never fails to let me down so my mind is ready for it. If it’s your first one, 

unless you have an absolute ‘float day’ you’ll only understand the day after your race. 

Ironman race day will be way beyond your comfort zone, it will be most likely more that you 

can handle physically and mentally, you will simply be forced to survive. Training on the 

other hand is a controlled process which is generally always done within your limits.  

As I said earlier, Ironman racing isn’t hard when it goes to plan. The difficult part is 

remaining upbeat and focused when you’re falling apart. At risk of looking like a weirdo, 

even the simple act of smiling and embracing that moment can make you feel better. 

Smiling generates a reaction which makes you happy and it’s a useful tool in the final 10 

miles.  

It’s ok to make all the big plans, write down your timing splits and your nutrition strategy for 

the marathon, but when you’re walking and vomiting at 12 miles, that plan is not in the 

forefront of your mind. It’s amazing at that point how many people simply give up, their 

mood crashes and they walk the remainder or even worse, they drop out. Always go back to 



the process, live in that moment and ask yourself, what do I need to do right now to be the 

best I can be. Find the solution to the problem.  

The physical training process of structured swim, bike and run sessions is no more than 

physical conditioning and there’s so much more to race day performance. Your mental 

strategy is perhaps the single biggest thing that most athletes can gain from, yet they 

attribute no time to it. The key thing to remember is that it doesn't make you a better 

athlete, but it does make you the best you can possibly be on any given day. 

 


