
 
Preparing for a National Competition 

by Shawn Kuster 

Making it to a national competition is a very exciting time in an amateur athlete’s 
career.  All of the months of training and competition have lead to this one event.  With 
only a short period of time until the competition (usually two to four weeks) it is often 
difficult to determine the best course of action for preparing the athlete both physically 
and mentally.  The purpose of the Saskatchewan Sport Science Program is to provide 
coaches and athletes with access to information in the five sport science disciplines to 
assist in the preparing the athletes for National level competitions.  Please call 1-888-
350-5558 if you have any questions.  

The information contained in this pamphlet should assist your preparation not only for 
Nationals but the regular competitive season as well.  

Physical Considerations  
Although it may be tempting to step up strength and conditioning programs prior to 
Nationals, such a practice may actually decrease performance.  It is better to analyze 
the specific needs of each athlete and identify one or two weaknesses and focus the 
training effort on those aspects while maintaining other components.  Emphasis on 
improving all aspects of development is likely to result in overtraining  

It is important to keep in mind the time frame in which the conditioning program is 
planned.  In order for an athlete to peak physically it is necessary to reduce or TAPER 
his/her training for a short period prior to major competitions.  This allows for tissue 
damage to heal and the complete restoration of the body’s energy stores.  In order to 
facilitate this process, begin to reduce training volume during the last two weeks prior to 
Nationals while maintaining or slightly increasing intensity levels.  Limit conditioning 
workouts to Monday, Tuesday, or Wednesday during the final week before Nationals.  

Aerobic Development  
With the reduction in activity during the weeks prior to Nationals it is not uncommon to 
be concerned about loss in aerobic capacity.  A study by Hickson et al. (1985) showed 
that it was possible to maintain VO2 max scores when training frequency was reduced 
by two thirds.  Therefore it is not necessary to spend a lot of time working on 
maintaining aerobic conditioning.  



Anaerobic Conditioning  
Anaerobic conditioning can be greatly improved in three to five weeks by incorporating 
interval training utilizing work: recovery intervals of 1:3 to 1:5.  The duration of the work 
period may vary from 3 to 120 seconds depending upon the specific metabolic demands 
of the sport.  Training frequency is two to three times per week with only one session in 
the early part of the final week before Nationals.  

Maintenance of Strength  
Muscle strength can be maintained by training two times per week performing two to 
four set sets of four repetitions.  The athlete should perform two to four exercises that 
emphasize the prime movers of the particular sport (Bompa, 1993).  The duration of the 
workout should only be 20-30 minutes.  

Climate  
Preparing for the environmental conditions in which the athlete will compete may also 
be difficult.  The climate in Canada can vary greatly from one province to the next so it 
is important to identify the environmental conditions in which you will be competing.  

Preparing for Heat  
One method of acclimatizing to the heat is by performing mild to moderate exercise (25-
50% of VO2 max) in a hot environment two to four hours a day for 5-14 days (Werner, 
1993).  Such preparation increases the athlete’s capacity for sweating and decreases 
the salt concentration of sweat therefore preserving electrolytes in extracellular fluid.  

Clothing also plays an important role in an athlete’s ability to cope with heat.  If possible 
uniforms should be made from materials such as cotton, that will transport sweat to the 
surface for evaporation (Powers & Howley, 1994).  

Time Zones  
Six different time zones exist in Canada.  During the Daylight Savings months of March-
October, British Columbia and the Yukon Territory are one hour behind while Alberta is 
on the same time as Saskatchewan.  Manitoba is one hour ahead while Ontario and 
Quebec are two hours ahead. New Brunswick and Nova Scotia are three hours ahead 
and Newfoundland is either three or three-and-one-half hours ahead depending on 
location.  

During the winter months BC and the Yukon Territory are two hours behind, Alberta is 
one hour behind, Manitoba is on the same time, Ontario and Quebec are both one-hour 
ahead, News Brunswick and Nova Scotia are two hours ahead while Newfoundland 
may be either two or two-and-one-half hours ahead depending on the town.  

Most people adjust to minor changes in time zones within one to three days therefore it 
would be ideal to travel to the host city that many days prior to competition.  If that is not 
possible try having the athletes set their watches to the correct time and adjust their 
daily schedule accordingly.  



Nutritional Considerations  
Many national tournaments require teams to compete one or more times per day.  A 
sound nutritional plan is vital in order to maximize the performance potential of an 
athlete as well as to facilitate the recovery process.  The plan should include hydration 
and pre and post competition eating strategies.  

Hydration  
Remember that thirst is not an effective method for monitoring the body’s hydration 
levels.  To ensure adequate fluid consumption a planned hydration schedule should be 
followed. For example:  

* One-hour prior to competition drink two cups of water.  
* Half-an-hour prior to competition drink one cup of water.  
* During competition the athlete should consume at least half a cup every 15-20 
minutes.  
* After competition the athlete should drink two cups of water for every pound of body 
mass lost.  

Pre Competition Meals  
The food an athlete consumes prior to competition can have a major effect on his/her 
performance. These foods allow the athlete to meet the energy demands of his/her 
sport.  It is common practice for endurance athletes to eat a pasta meal one or two 
nights prior to competition to ensure complete restoration of muscle glycogen stores.  

When selecting foods for a pre-game meal choose ones that are digested quickly and 
easily and are known and liked by the athlete; this is not the time to experiment with 
new foods.  Foods high in complex carbohydrates such as pasta, cereals, dry cookies, 
soft bars, and breads are excellent choices.  The athlete should try to avoid foods high 
in protein because of their dehydration effect as well as fatty foods because they are 
digested slowly.  

A planned eating schedule on the day of competition may be as follows:  

* Three to four hours prior to game ingest 500-800 calories in the form of complex 
carbohydrates.  
* Two to three hours prior to game ingest 250-500 calories in the form of complex 
carbohydrates.  
* One to two hours prior to game ingest less than 250 calories in the form of complex 
carbohydrates.  

Nancy Clark of Sports Medicine Systems Inc. provides additional nutrition guidelines.  
She suggests that with morning events the athlete should eat a hearty, high 
carbohydrate dinner and a bedtime snack the night before.  In the morning eat a light 
meal of toast and /or cereal to stabilize blood sugar levels, absorb some of the gastric 
juices and to keep from feeling hungry.  For afternoon competitions the athlete should 
consume a hearty breakfast and a light carbohydrate-based lunch.  With evening events 



she recommends a hearty breakfast and lunch with a light snack one to two hours prior 
to competition.  

Post Competition Meals  
Replenishing the body’s glycogen stores is also a vital part of recovery for most sports.  
Athletes should begin consuming carbohydrates as soon as possible following a 
competition.  It is recommended that 50-100 grams of carbohydrates should be 
consumed every two hours until approximately 500-600 grams have been ingested.  
Fifty grams of is the equivalent of five pancakes or two muffins or two cups of orange 
juice.  

Minimizing Jet Lag  
The Sport Nutrition Advisory Committee (SNAC) from the Sport Medicine Council of 
Canada provides the following recommendations for reducing jet lag:  

* Eat a diet high in complex carbohydrates prior to departure to maximize glycogen 
storage and to help prevent dehydration.  
* Consume high carbohydrate and low fat foods during the flight.  
* Drink plenty of cool fluids (water, juices, clear soft drinks).  Drink 2 cups in the hour 
prior to departure and 1 cup per hour during the flight.  
* Minimize intake of caffeine which promotes dehydration.  
* Avoid alcohol.  It may also promote dehydration.  
* Bring along your own snacks such as bottled water, fruit juice, fresh fruit, raisins, 
crackers, dry cereals, bagels, fig newtons, and plain cookies.  
* Set your watch to the destination time prior to departure.  
* Stretch, exercise, or move around the aircraft as much as possible during the flight to 
reduce stiffness and the cramped feeling.  
* Try to rest or sleep sometime during the flight.  
* At the destination, get out into the sunshine as much as possible.  Do not stay in the 
artificial light indoors.  
* Try to remain active and live “by the clock” upon arrival.  Take only a short nap if you 
arrive in the morning.  

For more information on nutrition and sport performance or to request a meeting with a 
sport nutritionist, contact the Saskatchewan Sport Science Program at 1-888-350-5558.  

Psychological Considerations  
Although going to Nationals is an exciting time in an athlete’s life, it can also be a time 
of stress and anxiety. This can effect the athlete’s level of self-confidence and 
concentration that in turn will affect performance.  

Self-confidence  
Individuals who have been to Nationals in the past and performed poorly or those 
athletes who are going to Nationals for the first time need to evaluate their level of self-
confidence.  Three levels of confidence influence behaviors: under, optimal, and over 



confidence.  Athletes who are under confident feel they lack the skills to complete a 
given task, therefore are inconsistent in their performances.  

Optimally confident athletes believe they have the skills required to be successful if they 
maximize their effort.  They do not expect to be successful every time but believe that 
they will experience more success than failure.  

Athletes who are over confident believe their skills are better than their actual ability and 
therefore do not prepare sufficiently.  

Improving Self-confidence  
Spink (1995) outlined three strategies for enhancing sport confidence; maximizing 
success, perfect practice, and performance versus outcome.  

Nothing builds self-confidence like success.  Unfortunately in sport we often judge 
success by the win/loss record.  Goal setting is one strategy that can be used to 
enhance performance success.  By setting and achieving goals the athlete is likely to 
experience some success.  

Perfect practice requires the athlete to work on both his/her strengths and weaknesses.  
Often athletes who lack confidence will practice the skills they are good at and neglect 
their weak ones.  If the athlete is able to improve his/her weaker skills in the two to four 
weeks leading up to nationals, self-confidence levels will also improve.  

Performance versus outcome emphasizes that the athlete should focus on his/her 
performance rather than the outcome of the competition.  An athlete who is only 
concerned with outcome is more likely to perceive him/her self as a failure when losing.  
Focusing on performance objectives provide the athlete with a greater opportunity for 
success.  The athlete also feels more confident because he/she feels more in control of 
performance factors such as effort and strategy.  

Goal Setting  
Goal setting can be a very effective strategy for preparing for Nationals.  Goals enhance 
performance by providing direction, regulating effort expenditure based on the difficulty 
of the task, facilitating persistence, and enhancing strategy development (Locke & 
Latham, 1985).  

In order for goals to be effective they must be:  

* Measurable – To enhance performance, goals must be measurable (Gould, 1993).  
For example, if a basketball player has a goal of improving his/her free throw shooting it 
is difficult to provide feedback with respect to attaining the goal.  However, if the 
athlete’s goal is to shoot 75% from the free-throw line during the next game, it is now 
possible to judge the individual’s performance by comparing it to a measurable goal.  
* Specific – In order for a goal to be effective, it must be specific.  To tell an athlete to do 
better is not adequate.  The goal must be specific enough to provide the athlete with 



direction. For example: Complete 60% of passes.  
* Challenging – Select goals that are challenging (Locke et al., 1981).  They should take 
into account the athlete’s skill level.  
* Short Versus Long Term Goals – It is necessary to set both short and long term goals 
(Weinberg & Gould, 1995).  A long-term goal for the season may have been to make 
Nationals.  Short-term goals will now guide the athlete’s performance at the Nationals.  
* Performance versus Outcome Goals – As mentioned earlier, focusing on outcome 
goals may influence the athlete’s self-confidence.   Performance goals are the path by 
which outcome goals are realized.  Performance goals include the proper execution of 
offensive and defensive strategies, improving shooting accuracy, etc.  
* Monitoring – (Locke et al., 1981).  Monitoring provides feedback about an athlete’s 
progress towards achieving a goal and lays the foundation for the adjustment of the 
goal or the setting of a new one.  

Stress Management  
Regardless of a persons age, gender, race, or profession everyone deals with stress to 
various degrees daily.  McGrath (1970) said that stress occurs when a person perceives 
they lack the capabilities for a given situation and they believe the outcome is 
important.  Often the major cause of stress is uncertainty (Martens, 1987).  This can be 
reduced by providing players with scouting reports of opponents that outline their 
strengths and weaknesses and tendencies.  Uncertainties regarding the Nationals 
experience may be reduced by having athletes who have previously participated at 
Nationals share with the team their experiences.  

Relaxation techniques have been used successfully to reduce stress.  Edmund 
Jacobson’s Progressive Muscle Relaxation technique requires the individual to relax by 
tensing and relaxing each of the major muscle groups.  Jacobson found that in many 
cases people were not able to differentiate between a tense muscle and a relaxed one.  
Therefore, by having the subject contract then relax their muscles, they were better able 
to distinguish the difference between tension and relaxation.  

Many relaxation protocols require the individual to:  

* Find a location free from distractions.  
* Lay down.  
* Get a copy of the relaxation protocol that can be read by another person or better yet 
make a tape of the instructions.  
* Set a side a few minutes, three to four times a day, to practice relaxing.  

Complete preparation of an athlete for Nationals must take into account his/her 
physical, nutritional, and psychological profiles.  Although the temptation exists to 
develop each of these areas to their fullest, the short preparation time prior to Nationals 
dictates that only primary weaknesses be addressed, otherwise you risk overtraining the 
athlete thus negatively influencing performance.  
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