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- Mental Rehearsal - 

It can be difficult for entrepreneurs and leaders with busy schedules to set aside the 
time to explore and reconnect with what they love to do, what is important to them and 
what they are good at doing. The process of mental rehearsal can both save time and 
increase the efficiency of this and other important mindset practices. 
 
 
Mental rehearsal refers to our ability to practice a process or activity in our minds. 
When applied to behavioral performance, mental rehearsal involves creating internal 
representations in the form of images, sounds and feelings, of some behavior or 
performance we desire to enact or improve (as an actor might silently rehearse lines for 
a play).  Effective mental rehearsal involves the repetition of the same behavioral or 
emotional content in different imagined contexts. 
 

At the level of behavioral performance, there are several different strategies for 
mental rehearsal.  The mental rehearsal of a particular activity may be done from either 
an associated or disassociated perspective, for example; i.e., imagining a situation from 
one’s own perspective or watching oneself from the point of view of an observer, as if 
watching oneself in a movie or video.  Mental rehearsal done from an associated 
perspective is like entering a “virtual reality” and becoming the actor in a play or movie.  
From a dissociated perspective, mental rehearsal allows a person to be more like the 
editor or director of the play or movie.   Thus, when done from an associated 
perspective, mental rehearsal can be used in order to internalize, or “install,” a 
particular behavior.  When done from a disassociated perceptual position, mental 
rehearsal can be used to anticipate possible consequences of a particular action in a 
situation (its ecological impact or appropriateness, for instance), as a type of mental 
simulation. 

 
In order to actually internalize a behavior, mental rehearsal is typically more 

effective when it is done from an associated perspective. The most direct form is to 
simply project oneself into a future situation, and imagine delivering the desired 
performance.  To mentally rehearse staying connected to your passion, your sense 
purpose and your excellence during a speech, for instance, you would imagine being in 
the future situation, and create a multi-sensory representation of the way you would like 
to perform.  As you mentally rehearse giving an effective and compelling speech, you 
would imagine what you would be seeing in that situation, feeling the movements and 
expressions of your body, and hearing what your voice would sound like as you gave the 
speech.   
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Visualizing Success and “Mental Rehearsal” 
 
Visualization is often used by athletes and sports psychologists to help improve 
performance. Many examples exist of how visualizing has been used to promote and 
enhance the development of physical skills.  In one study, for instance, gymnasts who 
were to learn a new move were divided into two groups.  One group was instructed to 
visualize themselves being able to do this particular move, while the other group was 
given no instructions.  A couple of weeks later, when the time came for them to do this 
particular move, without the benefit of any previous physical practice, the group who 
visualized had a 50%–60% success rate, whereas the group that had not visualized had 
only about 10% success initially.   
 

In another example, a basketball team was split into two groups in order to 
practice “free throws.”  One group physically practiced making the shots.  The other 
group was instructed to sit in the bleachers and mentally practice by visualizing that 
they were making the shots. When the two groups competed with each other to see who 
performed better, those players who visualized made more shots successfully than the 
group who had actually practiced.    

 
Some time ago, a study was made of people who had survived airline accidents.  

Someone interviewed a number of people who had been involved in serious plane 
crashes but had survived, often unhurt.  They were asked how they had managed to get 
free of the wreckage, with so much chaos going on, while many of their fellow 
passengers did not.  It is an interesting question because escaping an airline wreck is not 
something you get much chance to practice. How do you prepare yourself to do 
something you’ve never done before? 

 
The most common answer to this question that the survivors gave was that they 

had run a kind of mental “dress rehearsal” over and over in their minds.  They would 
visualize the sequence of undoing their safety belts, moving out of their seat, running 
down the aisle to the nearest exit, jumping down the slide, etc.  They would repeat this 
imaging over and over, feeling themselves doing what they saw in their picture, until it 
seemed that they had already done this activity many times before.  Then, after the 
accident, when there was total havoc, they did not need to waste any time or conscious 
awareness thinking about what to do.  The program was already in place.  One of these 
people even mentioned that after the crash, he found himself going out the exit and 
suddenly realized he could hear the person who had been sitting next to him screaming 
that he couldn’t get his seat belt off. 

 
These types of visualization are a form of “mental rehearsal.”  You can apply a 

process similar to that used by athletes to stay connected to your passion, your sense 
purpose and your excellence. It can be especially useful in preparing for new situations, 
where there is no clear precedent. 
 
The basic steps of mental rehearsal involve: 
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1. Choose the situation in which you would like to more effectively stay connected 
to your passion, your sense purpose and your excellence. 

 
2. Visualize what you would be doing in your mind as if you are an observer 

watching it on a video. You can use past reference experiences or role models to 
help if you need to. 

 
3. Put yourself into your mental picture and imagine you are doing the action you 

pictured. See, hear and feel the whole scenario. 
 
 


