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Imagining and visualising refereeing at any level can create fear in the uninitiated,
but throughout this study I have become very aware of its power and use in more
than one critical situation. However to say that visualisation can benefit us when we
are faced with difficult or different situations in a match is to in essence believe that
we are pro-active as officials rather than re-active. I can not make the last pass stick ,
I can not make the break or collapse the scrum all I can do is react to the actions of
the players. To that end I am not going to properly mentally prepare myself for a
match if I ponder the endless possibilities of a rugby match and attempt to visualise
my reaction.
However I do believe that prematch preparation can be greatly enhanced if we do
imagine our surroundings, how the weather might effect the play and players and
other such things. So I do believe that mental imagery is useful and will hopefully
encourage people to use these skills when they feel the need to. This paper has been
prepared with this in mind.
The nervous system can not tell the difference between an actual event and one that is
vividly imagined. If we can clearly imagine events this produces impulses in our
muscles similar to that produced by actual physical execution of the event. So
whether you perform the movements or vividly imagine them , similar neural
pathways t the muscles are used and the brain can tell no difference.
Further to this , if we imagine ourselves doing a particular thing then it is almost the
same as doing it. This statement is a general statement and can not be held true in
isolation. Purely because, if I imagine running a marathon I will not possibly have
the same physical response or experience the same pain as I would encounter should
I actually run a marathon.
However, in order to achieve the best results from visualisation you must first have a
clear picture of what you wish to achieve. You must also spend time daily, prior to
performing, in quiet and relaxed surroundings, visualising yourself achieving your
goal or target. The capacity to dream or visualise is something we all have and it is
this natural gift that we must all use to the maximum benefit of our sport. To achieve
this perfectly we must be prepared to trust our imagination and success mechanism
and wait to reap the rewards.
Visualisation broadly falls into two classes, the first is ‘Problem Solving’ , which is a
method used to aid concentration reduce anxiety and physical tension and or to
suggest possible courses of action. Imagine being able to put distractions of any kind

inside a ‘box ‘ or draining that tension like liquid from your body. The other class of
visualisation is ‘Mental Rehearsal’, using the process of imagining yourself
performing something requiring a specific skill. Inherent in this class are the five
mental rehearsal techniques;
• Performance Practice
• Instant replay
• During Performance
• As if ...and,
• Performance Review
In order to gain the most from your efforts in visualisation we need to start with
relaxation. Any tension will clog the communication channels between the mind and
the body so complete relaxation will allow the body to communicate with itself
clearly and efficiently. Both relaxation and concentration are needed to visualise
successfully. Concentration also allows the body to feed itself more information and
thus achieve more clearer images, than a distracted mind. Visualisation is best used
in the present tense because it makes the visualisation more vivid.
We also need to set goals that are within reach. However, we should be aware that to
focus your attention entirely on goals rather than the process or means whereby the
goals are achieved you are making a fundamental mistake. Only when you are in
touch with a wide and broad experience of what you are doing to achieve the goal
that the goal itself will in fact be achieved. Then you will achieve as matter of
course.
The goals we set must be specific and must compliment those of normal physical
practice, questions like - where are you positioned , what do you see, are you moving
or stationary etc. The more specific you make the visual and kinaesthetic image the
more effect it will have. This also helps you in determining which aspects of the
game you are competent in and which ones you need some work in.
As we begin to visualise you may notice that your sense of sound is stronger than
your kinaesthetic sense , or that your kinaesthetic feeling of an activity is stronger
than your visual image. You may find colours easy to see but have problems feeling
what you are doing. The first step in mental rehearsal is to identify which sense is
the strongest. Where do you feel the most comfortable when describing your inner
thoughts about an event? If you begin here then you will be able to add the other
senses as you get more accustomed to the skill, thus improving your visualisation
ability.
A common problem in this early stage is that we may become too specialised in what
we can visualise. This is very limiting and restricting and I question here that
because we can not attempt in any way to properly and accurately predict what the
two teams will do, we must be careful not to restrict our visualisation. Rather we
should be using it to develop images that are responsive not prescriptive.
One of the first things to be aware of when we are using mental rehearsal is that some
of us will watch themselves acting from the inside looking out (kinaesthetically
oriented ) and others from a distance away looking back ( visually oriented). Either

of these is acceptable. It is not important to change your natural inclination but it is
good if you can practice visualising from both aspects.
However it is very important that the kinaesthetic sense is included in the mental
rehearsal for the most powerful impression is to be made. Our sport is essentially a
physical kinaesthetic and kinetic activity so mental rehearsal where you are on the
inside feeling yourself perform will give you a sensory impression which is closest to
the way you feel when you actually perform.
That is not to say that the visual component has no use, it is complimentary. By
stepping outside yourself will give you a visual picture of what you are doing and can
provide that crucial insight to finding that problem area and the related solution. Of
course video analysis does this as well.
The next step in mental imaging is to visualise at the same speed as you would
normally encounter on the field. This must be ensured because if you practice at a
reduced speed then you will perform at that speed. The rehearsal process must be
replicating the performance situation, with the same playing conditions, such as
speed, movement, objects, colours and climate.
There are however two occasions when we can rehearse at a slower speed. Firstly
when we are learning a new skill, or for example if we are learning a new running
line. Once we have a clear picture of what we need to do we can then begin to
practice at full match speed. the second situation when we should slow our imaging
down is when we are trying to break a bad habit or change our technique. Slowing
down enables us to isolate the parts of our performance that is detracting from the
overall performance. Once we have highlighted our weaknesses then we can
mentally substitute the bad aspects with the good thoughts, which will hopefully
translate into good actions.
The most important part of rehearsal is not length of practice but rather consistency
of practice. It is recommended that you practice at the same time each day and for an
approximately similar amount of time. There will be many times when you won’t be
able to practice or you won’t be able to guarantee that you won’t be disturbed
however if you end up having to practice on the way to the match or in the shower at
night it is better than no practice at all.
Five to ten minutes a day for five to six times per week will get you into a good
rhythm, because consistency is better than doing one long session. It is also best to
moderate because a rush of enthusiasm will not get the best results. It is best to begin
with a short rehearsal of perhaps one minute then progress after you have relaxed
fully for at least thirty seconds to a minute, then repeat the rehearsal relax again. It is
best to repeat this sequence for four to five times.
If we enjoy something we tend to do it again, or at least we try to find a way of doing
it again. For this reason we should ensure that the rehearsal is as enjoyable as
possible. If you can sense negative thoughts entering your mind then the best thing
you can do is stop or at least change your focus. It simply doesn’t make any sense to
introduce negative thoughts or anxiety into our mental rehearsal. If we do so it will
definitely filter into our actual performance.
Performance practice involves visualising the performance of a specific skill the we
may want to develop or improve. It acts as a compliment to the physical practice or

training that we undertake. Hopefully it will become part of the daily routine just as
the physical part is integral in increasing our performance.
Because technique and form are in great measure dependent upon precise mental
organisation we must still use visualisation when physical practice is impossible.
The continuity of a performance practice routine the lets your nervous system stay
tuned with the skills and the mental thoughts associated with the activity. This helps
regain form much faster when you are able to practice again physically.
Occasionally the performance practice technique may be used at the place where you
perform . It can be used in the process of warming up to gently ease yourself
mentally into the match situation. A five minute practice session each day which
includes relaxation, would certainly suffice until there is a need for an increase in the
commitment. When that commitment is there then it is better to increase the number
rather than the duration of the practices.
There are five basic performance practice exercises that can be performed and these
will be described here in exercise form.
1. Basic performance practice exercise involves finding a place that is quiet and
relaxing. See your self in a place where you can practice the skill that you want to
improve. Create as genuine a scene as you can, imagine the smell, the weather, the
teams the crowd and any other specific elements - then practice the skill. Notice
those critical factors which are the cutting edge of your ability and which you are
trying to improve. See yourself performing really well and notice as much detail as
possible.
Then go back to the beginning - take a moment to settle down and watch yourself
perform the activity again aware of all its details. This will increase your memory of
the event and cement it in your mind as a resource tool.
2. The ideal model involves settling into your chair with your eyes closed and run
through your relaxation. Them feel yourself back at a place where you were
practising the skill but this time instead of watching yourself, you are watching your
ideal model. As he begins to perform the skill notice how his technique differs from
yours.
Watch him a couple of times, relax again and repeat the rehearsal, this time focusing
on one of the finer details until you are completely aware of all the intricacies of the
other person. Now take this knowledge and apply it to your game.
3. Top performance visualisation involves recalling how you performed in the past at
you top level. The visualisation of this should not create too much problem for even
the most modest of sportsmen. As you go throughout the visualisation watch
yourself from first one position and then another, noticing which aspect of your
technique is the key to the total performance. Then move yourself and play the
rehearsal again, focusing particularly on a key aspect and then work on this view
until you feel comfortable again. Then finish the exercise with one more rehearsal
aware of the pleasure and confidence of performing the action well, bringing this
feeling back with you to your next performance.
4. Right place right time involves visualisation of a perfect action performed at some
past event but is not designed to improve a particular skill. rather it is designed to put
you back in touch with the general felling of performing well. This process is about

noticing what you are doing, where you are and who you are with but above all to
notice and remember what it feels like to perform in this way. Play through the short
sequence that came to you spontaneously, then repeat it twice more focusing on the
natural balanced flow of your action.
5.Substitution rehearsal involves a situation where you are unable to perfect the
mental rehearsal of a skill, no matter how hard you practice, you may be focusing on
the very errors that you are trying to eliminate. The best way to eliminate this
problem is to go back to seeing yourself perform a different skill in a different
situation perfectly and then make a gradual transition until you eventually see this
competent self performing the problem skill. Having set the scene watch yourself
competently practice the skill with ease and grace, then step into this self and
experience the feeling of performing this way.
The art of visualisation is an easy one to have but a skill that needs constant and
devoted attention because without this the skill will fade. Once an image has been
used at a training level then it can be used during a match situation or whenever you
need to draw on extra reserves, capitalise on a golden opportunity or hold yourself
together at a critical stage. It is a skill that can be relied upon in testing times and at
times when all else is failing. Visualisation can not be underestimated or overlooked
in the preparation of the elite athlete.

