
actual stages. Similarly, Collet, Dittmar, and Vernet-Maury (1999) showed that elite
weightlifters underestimated the duration of the snatch, but that the action of pulling
the body underneath the bar was overestimated (up to 15%). These patterns of results
obey Vierordt’s law (Wearden, 2003), stating that short durations are usually
overestimated (see also Grealy & Shearer, 2008, for overestimation of short intervals
during imagery). In contrast, many experimental studies provided evidence that
timing accuracy of MI decreased over long task durations. For instance, Grealy and
Shearer (2008) reported consistent underestimation of actual walking duration with
increased distances during MI. Hanyu and Itsukushima (1995, 2000) also observed a
tendency towards underestimation for MI durations of walking up long staircases.
Altogether, these data shed light on the difficulty of preserving the temporal
organization of the movement during MI of short and long movements, and
therefore underline the difficulty for practitioners to interpret the possible
discrepancy between imagery and actual times.

4.2 Actual movement complexity and perceived difficulty of the task

The influence of task difficulty on MI time has been extensively reported. A first
study looking at this issue was published by Beyer, Weiss, Hansen, Wolf, and Seidel
(1990). Eight swimmers, sitting in a resting position, were required to imagine their
own movements over a distance of 100m in their preferential style. The duration of
imagined swimming remained 25% longer than actual swimming time (60 to 90s
depending on the preferential swimming style). In the above-mentioned study by
Decety et al. (1989), movement time increased linearly as a function of task difficulty.
In the second part of their experiment, the authors examined the effect of an
additional 25kg load when actually and mentally walking towards targets at a
distance of 5, 10 or 15m. While actual times did not differ from those recorded
without additional external load, imagined times increased and were significantly
longer than actual times by nearly 30%. These results were explained both by the
increased difficulty of the task and the perceived additional force required to
maintain normal walking pace and to overcome load inertia. Cerritelli, Maruff,
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Figure 2. Schematic representation of the relationships between the actual duration of a
movement and its mental representation. A distortion of the temporal congruence is observed
during MI of short movements (several seconds) and long movements (several tens of
seconds).
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