Critically discuss how using imagery might enhance sporting performance.

Vealey and Greenleaf (2010) defined imagery as using one’s senses in order to create or even re-create an experience or visual image in their mind which can appear to seem real as they are seeing these images in their mind. They expanded on this definition by saying that imagery can be created even if there is an absence of external stimuli, it is created from information gathered and then stored in one’s memory and it also uses one/all of the five senses. Many studies have provided empirical evidence on the efficacy of imagery in relation to sports in many ways, some of these are- it enhances the thoughts and emotions of the athlete, it enables cognition and motivation, and compared to some non-successful athletes, imagery is used more by successful athletes.


Munroe et al., 2000 said that there are four main Ws of imagery- where, when, why and what. The purpose of their study was to identify and describe the four Ws of athlete’s imagery. They used a qualitative approach and used 14 elite athletes who each did a different sport. Munroe et al., results found that imagery either takes place either during training (practice) or competition (where). When forms five categories: during practice, outside practice, pre-competition, during competition and post-competition. Why and what they imagine are down to their motivation and cognitive functions as well as the length and frequency of the images. They found that athletes used more imagery during competition than in training. 

A number of theories have been put forward to help understand why and how imagery helps improve sports performance. The first of these is the Psychoneuromuscular theory. This is when the muscles are programmed for action, the athlete will imagine movements, but they will not actually perform them. Because of this, the brain then interprets this as if they are performing these movements which causes impulses in the brain and muscles (Cleere, 2012). Jowdy 1990 assigned 38 male undergraduates to two groups of jugglers (high or low skilled), they filled in a questionnaire and then imagined themselves juggling for 8 15 second trials and measured their movements via electromyography. They found a significant increase in muscular activity during mental imagery for all participants, however, the fact that they were placed in two different levelled groups proved no impact.

However, Slade et al (2002) compared imagery movements to active movements. They used 60 undergraduate students and got them to imagine doing bicep and triceps curls and then got them to actually do them. Like Jowdy (1990) they also used electromyography to measure movements and muscle activity. Pattern analysis showed that activation from and during the active movements differed from the imagery movements. Therefore, this did not support the mirroring hypothesis for the psychoneuromuscular theory. 
Another theory on imagery and sport performance is the Symbolic Learning Theory. This differs from the Psychoneuromuscular theory as there is no electrical measurements of the muscles needed. This theory states that imagery works sure to the individual planning the actions in advance. Everything is considered cognitively before a physical response is needed. Mental rehearsal/ imagery is used as a type of coding system to help individuals gather and understand the most appropriate movements to help them to meet their goal. 

A theory similar to the Psychoneuromuscular theory is the Functional Equivalence Hypothesis. This hypothesis agrees that mental images share the same neurophysiological process as physical actions. However, this hypothesis differs from the other theories when it comes to why imagery works. It focuses on the role of learning, it says that in an individual’s earlier stages of learning, they may use imagery in a completely different way. Holmes and Collins (2001) proposed a seven-point checklist to help ease the appropriate use of imagery. These are physical, environment, task, timing, learning, emotion, and perspective. An individual must take into account and follow these components in order to have a mental image of a physical skill. 

In conclusion, there are many different theories and hypothesis’ that show how imagery can help enhance sport performance. These theories show that imagery help train the brain into knowing how to excel at different movements before the body has done them. They say that once the brain has learnt how to do these different movements, it will enhance the individuals’ actual movements once they try them. They have shown that it does not matter how skilled an individual is in these sports, imagery works for everybody, maybe not to the same extent but it still helps them to improve. Because of this, more people and therapists have started to use imagery in their work, physiotherapists employ imagery when doing sports injury rehabilitation. Also, individuals how exercise regularly use imagery to help keep them motivated. Overall, these theories and hypothesis has helped not only athletes and coaches in enhancing their sport performance, but it has also helped many other people and is used widely in the sport community. 
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“Long distance runners experience runners high” critically discuss the impact of exercise on enhancing well-being. 



Many mental health websites say that one in four people will experience mental health issues at some time in their life. Physical activity and exercise have been found to not only improve physical health but also mental health (O’Brien, 2018). The World Health Organisation says that an individual should be doing at least 2.5 hours of activities a week. This is because it will help improve self-esteem, stress and anxiety. (Sharma, 2021).  Buckworth et al, 2012 found a gradual increase in depression rates in the US since the 1940s and the rates keep increasing. 

Goodwin 2003, conducted a study to see the association between regular physical activity and mental disorders in the US. They found that over half of participants said that they exercise regularly and that they also had the lowest rates of depression and anxiety disorders compared to those who do not regularly exercise. They also found that partaking in exercise decreases the odds of being diagnosed with chronic depression and bipolar disorders. Also, Morrato et al, 2007, did a study on the risk of developing diabetes and they found that the overall well-being of an individual is greater if they exercise more. However, these studies base their definitions of mental health and well-being form the international classification of diseases rather than using the DSM-IV.

De Moor et al, 2006 conducted a longitudinal study on Netherland Twin Registry. They had 12,450 participants all aged 10+ and studied their lives from 1991-2002, focusing on their lifestyle and health. They found that those who took part in regular exercise had a 17% decrease in depression symptoms and they were also more extroverted and emotionally stable. This study and the previous study have a large sample size and therefore a more representative sample. However, their findings are based on looking retrospectively, they look at people who have already been diagnosed with mental health disorders whereas other studies look prospectively.

Another study that looks at the impact of exercise on enhancing well-being is by Mikkelsen et al, 2010. They did a heart study on 18,146 people living in Copenhagen and measured leisure activity and depressions risks. This was also a longitudinal study. They found similar results to the other studies, more physical activity equals more positive well-being and less chances of developing mental health disorders. However, although longitudinal studies help to give more results (higher levels of validity) and help researchers see how physical activity helps well-being over a longer period of time, there are many issues with them. One of these is it takes a very long time, most of the time the researcher never sees the outcomes, meaning that these studies can go on for so long that they could loose contact with the participants, or they could decide that they do not want to be a part of it anymore. Another limitation of longitudinal studies is that they have no control over external variables, there could be something these participants do outside of the study that could affect the results, but the researchers will not know. (Gaille, 2017).

Martinsen et al, 1985 conducted a study to see if and how exercise can help already hospitalised patients who have been diagnosed with depression and other physical conditions. They had 43 patients and split them into two groups, an exercise group, and an occupational therapy group. They found an overall decrease in depressive symptoms which shows that exercise and physical activity do in fact help enhance well-being as well as other mental health conditions. 

In conclusion, there are many studies that have been done to see how and if the impact of exercise helps enhance overall well-being. All the studies above show the same overall results, whether it be in regard to mental or physical health. They all show that physical activity helps to improve well-being. Although, there are many disadvantages and implications to these studies regarding how they collected their results, there are other studies that use different ways to get their data and they all come to the same conclusion. There are also very little (if any) studies that show exercise does not help improve well-being, this is because well-being is an umbrella term and includes physical aspects as well as mental. They show that any form of exercise helps improve self-esteem, heart conditions, stress and anxiety. 
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