
 

Do you remember the exercise in which you had to be the worst coach ever? I hope you wouldn’t 

accept it of somebody would talk to you in such manner! But most of the time we are our own worst 

coach. In situations where things go wrong, when we don’t perform as we had to, when we make 

mistakes, we can say horrible, dysfunctional things to ourselves. Is that going to help us? If the 

answer is yes for you, go on with it ;-) But for most of us it doesn’t help us at all to denigrate 

ourselves! We better learn ourselves to talk to ourselves in an helpful way. 

It sounds a little bit odd, why talk to ourselves? Maybe you think: I’m not crazy! But we do, all day 

long. There are thousands of thoughts in our heads all day long. Most of those thoughts are 

unconscious and just appears in our head. This can be ‘good’, helpful thoughts or ‘bad’, unhelpful 

thoughts. The funny thing is, most of the time we do believe the dysfunctional, unhelpful thoughts 

instead of the functional ones! Why seems the dysfunctional thought: ‘Who do I think I am that I can 

make a good performance?’ be more real than the thought: ‘I did prepare very well, I give all I have 

and then we will see how it ends!’? 

 

We can train our self-talk and we can use different strategies. 

We can use Task oriented selftalk. This means you can give yourself straight instructions what you 

need to do to make the situation to a good end. You can imagine what your trainer would say to you. 

As Charlotte Dujardin describes in her book ‘The girl on the dancing horse (2018): ‘Hearing him 

screaming at me means that when I am on my own, what I need to do comes almost automatically 

because I still can hear his voice in my head’ (p. 132) 

We can also use Motivational oriented selftalk, which means that you use things like: ‘Come on, one 

more time, I can do this!’. 



Or we can use Emotional oriented selftalk, as ‘Calm down, we can do this!’, or: ‘The only thing I have 

to do is my job and that is to ride. Or: ‘New situation, same job I’ve done hundreds of time’.  

It’s important to train ourselves in talking in a positive way. I don’t mean that everything is perfect 

and all good, it simply isn’t, but what I mean with positive is that you are focus your attention on 

what you DO want, and not at what you don’t want! For example NOT ‘OMG, I hope that he doesn’t 

go to canter in the transition!’ because, what happens is the following: our brains don’t know if we 

imagine a situation or when a situation is for real. When we use imagination we are activate little 

muscles in our body and our body will respond in the same way as when the situation is actually 

happening. I will tell you more about that later. Anyway, what is happening when you think about 

NOT canter, is that you think about canter and you give your body the instruction to canter. Your 

horse will respond on that. What you should do is focus on what you DO want. ‘I want to ride a good 

transition’. Than you can work towards your goal. 

Don’t get me wrong! Knowing what you don’t want is very important and can be very helpful. But: try 

to figure out as soon as possible what you DO want and focus your attention on that.  

 

Sometimes we are suffer from negative, dysfunctional thoughts whom seems so true! The thing I can 

say to you is: Write them down! Write down those thoughts and ask yourself:  

Is it true? If it isn’t: burn that thought ritually 

If it is true: can I do something about it and do I want something to do about it? Of you can: do it! 

Face your fears and solve your problems.  

Ask yourself: is this thought usefull, helpful? No? Change the thought. Can you translate the thought 

in a helpful, functional one? 

Let me give you an example: 

You didn’t do a very good job in a test. You hate that and you are not pleased at all. You can say to 

yourself: ‘What a stupid person I am! I am useless, what will other people thing about me now! I can 

shake it now!’ Does this help you? No! probably not. What will help you? For example: ‘Well, that 

wasn’t that good, was it? I hate it! What can I do to do a better job next time?’  

Another example: ‘This competition is so important to me! I cannot fail!’ Does this thought help you? 

Probably not! It will only make you more nervous. What about: ‘This is an very important 

competition for me! Wow, I am a little bit nervous and I want to perform well! I did prepare very well 

and when everything goes as it should be we can do a very good job! I will go for it and we will see 



how it ends!’ Do you see the difference? You CAN choose your thoughts, but it means that you have 

to work on it and you have to practice.  

 

We have to train our brain and we have to learn to take control over our thoughts and emotions. As 

dr. Steve Peters will say: we have to control our chimp. For more information about controlling your 

chimp see the link in the subscribtion. 

 

The last tool we are going to discuss is Imagination. It’s a very useful and important tool in the sport 

psychology.  

Think about the capital letter B. Turn it to the left so the flat side is underneath. Think about the 

capital V. Put it under the flat side of the B. What do you see? Indeed, an ice cream. Now think about 

the capital D, turn it to the left and put the capital letter J underneath. What do you see? Indeed, an 

umbrella.  You can see something while the physical signs are not there. Think about an lemon, 

imagine that you can feel the shell, you can smell the lemon, imagine you cut the fruit in 4 parts and 

you take a bite. Maybe you experience that water is filling your mouth, or your mouth is pulling 

together because of the sour taste you can imagine. As I mentioned earlier: research shows that our 

brain is responding in the same way as we imagine an situation, as when we are in the real situation. 

The same areas in our brain are activated. This means that we can use imagination for training 

workout purposes. It can not replace physical training, but it can be a very important additional tool. 

You can use it to learn new movements, to prepare your reaction on errors, to learn your test or for 

motivational or emotional purposes. It’s important that you imagine the situation as you want it to 

be and that you do it in real speed. Because when you make mistakes in your visualization which you 

don’t fix, there is a great chance you make the mistake also in real life.  



You can watch the video about visualisation by clicking the link underneath. It’s a very usefull tool 

that can make huge differences. Please give it a try! But you have to use it consistently and you have 

to train yourself.  

 

This was the last slide of the online training. Now you know which mental tools can be helpful in 

increasing performance. You know which skills you have to develop when you want to get the best 

out of yourself, out of your horse and out of the situation. We have talked about goalsetting, 

attention and focus, arousalregulation, motivation, self confidence and personality, selftalk and 

thougtcontrol and visualisation. You also know how you can apply them in equestrian sports so you 

can increase performance. If there are any questions, please let me know! And don’t forget about 

the case you can practice. Send me your case study and I will give you feedback. Please remember 

you can control your thougts and emotions, and that you can learn to handle pressure. You just need 

to know yourself and practice the tools we have discussed. If there are any questions, you know how 

you can reach me.  

 

 


