
The use of mental imagery 
techniques to improve free kick 

accuracy in GAA footballers  

Richard Shanahan, UU  
John. M. Hyland, DBS  

 



 Introduction  
 Gaelic football - one of main national sports in Ireland 

 2,000+ GAA clubs in Ireland, many more worldwide 

 Based roughly on parish boundaries  
 Football played at all ages, male and female, all 

standards catered for 
 GAA predominant volunteer sporting organisation (Lunn 

& Layte, 2009)  

 Inter County fixtures generate €200m in 2009 (GPA) 

 Championship fixtures (45) – 900,000 attended (€19.5m) 

 All Ireland finals – Major date in social/sporting calendar 

 Integral part of Irish culture – worthy of research  

 



Importance of free kicks in Gaelic football 
 

 Accurate free kicking can effect the score rate and win 
rate of a team 
 

 Recent inter County matches 32% of scores from free 
kicks 
 

 All Ireland final 44% of scores from frees  
 

 When a free kick is awarded play is stopped, player given 
unopposed kick, can attempt to score or pass to team 
mate 
 

 Teams usually have a small number of specialist free 
takers 

    
 



Improving performance 
“Sport is played with the body, it is won in the mind”  
(Moran, 2004) 
 
Suinn (1997) surveyed sport psychologists working with the 

US Olympic team prior to the 1984 games. 
They reported that imagery training was the most frequent 

form of training they provided. 
 

Some methods used to improve performance 
 Goal setting 
 Controlling self talk 
 Mental imagery 
 Anxiety control 
 Concentration techniques 
 
 

 



Mental Imagery research  
Mental imagery - The ability to imagine in one’s mind an 

event or the performance of an action, in the absence of 
actual physical stimuli (Moran 2004). 

  
 Woolfolk, Parrish and Murphy (1985), Mental imagery 

can impact positively or negatively on performance 
depending on what is being visualised. Group that 
visualised correct strokes improvement 30%, group that 
visualised incorrect strokes disimprovement 21%  

 
 Olsson, Jonsson and Nyberg (2008) reported a 

significant improvement on bar clearance among high 
jumpers (MI group)  
 

 Ramsey, Cumming, Edwards, Williams and Brunning 
(2010) Mental Imagery significantly improved 
performance of penalty kicks among soccer players  



The current study  
 Search of literature revealed no published studies that 

looked at Gaelic football and mental imagery.  
  
 Research suggestion (Moran, 2004) 
 “It would be interesting to conduct a field study with 

athletes such as rugby or basketball players on the 
efficacy of mental practice in enhancing skills such as 
place-kicking or free-throwing, respectively” 
 

 Hypothesised – Mental Imagery training would improve 
free kick accuracy among Gaelic football players 
 

 Also looked at Sport Competition Anxiety (SCAT) and 
General Self Efficacy (GSE)  
 

 Hypothesised - SCAT scores would reduce and GSE 
scores would increase among Mental Imagery group  



Methodology  
 Materials 
  GAA goal posts, size 5 Gaelic footballs, plastic cones, scoring 

 sheets, participant questionnaires, mental imagery script.  
 
 Mixed between/within subjects design 

 
 Independent variable 
  Mental imagery 

 
 Dependent variables 
  Free kicks  
  General Self Efficacy (GSE) 
  Sport Competition Anxiety (SCAT) 
 
 Participants  
  N = 23. Adult members of senior Gaelic football team.  
  Age (M = 23.4, SD = 3.11) Experience (M = 5 yrs, SD = 3.31   

 yrs) 



Methodology  
 

Procedure 

   
 Established baseline scores for the dependent variables 
   

 Participants completed questionnaire: Which included 
the Sport Competition Anxiety Test (Martens, 1977) and 
the General Self-Efficacy Scale (Schwarzer & Jerusalem 
1995)    

   
       



Free kick Task – Pitch setup  
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Methodology  

 
   
 Free kicking task consisted of six free kicks at a distance 

of 37M, two left, two centre, two right, from ground or 
hand (kickers choice) 
 

 Participants released (randomly chosen by manager) 
from normal training four at a time to complete free kick 
task. Two taking turns to kick and two behind goals to 
indicate score or wide. 

 
       



Methodology  

 Participants randomly assigned – Control or 
Experimental group 
 

 Both groups trained as normal for two weeks (four 
sessions in total)  
 

 Immediately after training Experimental group took part in 
Mental Imagery training  
 

 Training session following final MI session - All 
participants retested on free kicking task and completed 
GSE and SCAT questionnaire  
 
• Free kick task at Time 1 and Time 2 – under flood 

lights, same goal posts, similar weather conditions.   
 
 



Results: Descriptive statistics 
 
 Control group (n = 13), Experimental group (n = 10) 

 
 Participant’s average age was slightly higher in the 

experimental group (M = 23.9, SD = 4.1) over the control 
group (M = 22.9, SD = 2.2) 
 

 Participant’s number of years playing football was also 
higher in the experimental group (M = 5.3, SD = 4.3) over 
the control group (M = 4.9, SD = 2.5)   

 



Results: Analysis of Variance 

 A 2x2 Analysis of Variance was conducted to investigate 
differences between groups (Control vs. Experimental) and 
within groups (time 1 and time 2) 

 
 A statistically significant main effect was found between groups 

for free kick scores (F(1, 21) = 11.04, p = .003) 
 

 A statistically significant main effect was found within groups for 
free kick scores at time 1 and time 2 (F(1, 21) = 6.29, p = .02) 
 

 A significant interaction was found within groups at time 1 and 
time 2 across both experimental and control groups (F(1, 21) = 
9.5, p = .006) 
 

 



 
Simple effects 

 
 Mean scores for the experimental group revealed a notable rise from 

time 1 (M = 2, SD = 1.05) to time 2 (M = 3.5, SD = 0.97).  
 Mean accuracy scores (out of a total of 6 kicks) for the control group 

slightly dropped from time 1 (M = 1.54, SD = 1.27) to time 2 (M = 
1.38, SD = 1.12).  
 

 An Independent samples t-test revealed a statistically significant 
difference between groups in terms of free kick scores at time 2, 
(t(21) = -4.746, p < 0.001). There were no differences between 
groups at time 1, (t(21) = -0.93, p = 0.363) 
 

 A Paired samples t-test revealed a statistically significant difference 
between scores at time 1 and time 2 in the experimental group (t(9) = 
-3.737, p = 0.005). No significant difference found within the control 
group (t(12) = 0.433, p= 0.673)  



Simple effects 

Measure description t p 

SCAT Between groups time 1 0.88 0.39 

Self- efficacy Between groups time 1 -1.04 0.31 

SCAT Between groups time 2 0.59 0.56 

Self- efficacy Between groups time 2 -1.5 0.15 

SCAT Within groups Experimental -0.67 0.52 

SCAT Within groups Control -0.45 0.66 

Self - efficacy Within groups Experimental -0.64 0.54 

Self - efficacy Within groups Control -0.36 0.73 



Results 
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Results 
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Results  
Points of interest  

 Time 1 – Most frees scored 4 from 6 (1 kicker from 23) 

 Time 2 - Most frees scored 4 from 6 (8 kicker from 23) 

 7 of the 8 kickers who scored 4 from 6 at time 2 were from 
experimental group ie Mental Imagery group 

 Control group disimproved slightly at time 2 (20 to 18) 

 Experimental group showed statistically significant 
improvement at time 2 (20 to 35) 

 



Discussion  

The purpose of this study was to investigate the effect of 
mental imagery on the accuracy of free kick taking 
among Gaelic football players.  It further investigated 
whether improved free kick performance would increase 
General Self Efficacy and lower Sport Competition 
Anxiety  

 
The results suggest that mental imagery increased free kick 

accuracy among this sample of Gaelic footballers.  
However the results also suggest that this improvement in 

free kick accuracy did not increase Self Efficacy or 
reduce Sport Competition Anxiety in this sample. 

 



Discussion  
 
 Maybe team were high in Self Efficacy already. 
  GSE- mean score 31.5 (71.5%) 

 
 SCAT score, mean 20.5, range 15 (min 15 max 30) ie. 

ranged from very low to very high. Individual differences 
regarding interpretation of low/high anxiety may be a 
possible explanation. 



Discussion  
Possible Implications   

Coaches may identify larger number of players with 
excellent kicking ability thereby increasing choice and 
reduce reliance on small number of players. 

Increase teams score rate, win rate and overall success in 
competition.  

Education of players - Mental Imagery transferable skill that 
could be utilised in other aspects of their lives.   

 
Limitations  

Small sample size, expert sample, no intervention with 
control group during mental imagery training, free kick 
practice not explored  

 (ie. would significant improvement result from practice 
alone?). 

 
 



Discussion  
 
Suggestions for further research 

 
Replicate study with larger sample size, include third group 

(free kick practice only). 
 
Case study of small number of established kickers, use 

mental imagery techniques, analyse kicking data from 
competitive setting for season.  

 



 
 
 

Thank you for your attention. 
 

Any questions? 
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