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INTRODUCTION


This book contains 100 simple and delicious recipes and step-by-step actions you can take to create greater consistency in your food choices, mindset, relationship with food and lifestyle that can bring your health and performance to the next level. Why did I want to write it?


I could never have imagined the response to Eat Up, Raise Your Game. It was overwhelming, and to those who supported me, bought the book, sent kind messages and shared photos of what you cooked from it, I sincerely thank you. I was truly surprised and thrilled to learn that it was not just athletes and those who were competitive in sports that enjoyed the recipes and learned from the book, but also those looking for nutritious meals to suit the whole family. It was immensely fulfilling to hear and see.


The experience was so positive that I want to share what I have learned since then and, of course, bring new and even better-tasting recipes to you. I can honestly say that I am a better cook and a more experienced performance nutritionist today, and I believe this book will have a powerful impact on your nutrition, cooking and eating experience. Why? This book contains new information on topics related to sports nutrition and performance that I wasn’t able to cover previously, and will enhance your understanding of them in a practical manner. I want to help grow your awareness of the connection between mindset and achieving consistency in your nutrition, habits and behaviours. I have also created new recipes that I guarantee you will taste amazing. Above all, I’ve brought so much learning to this book from the feedback of those who have used Eat Up, Raise Your Game. And that’s what it’s all about: if you are willing, you can always make things better and find areas to improve.


THERE IS A KEY DIFFERENCE, HOWEVER, BETWEEN KNOWLEDGE AND IMPLEMENTATION OF KNOWLEDGE.


Never in our history have we had as much access to information but such confusion around what our behaviours should look like, evident from the growing prevalence of lifestyle-related illnesses. Food can have a tremendous positive influence on our bodies. Understanding how it can nourish, heal, support and energise the body helps us to be at our best each day. When I set out to write this book, the primary goal was to separate the noise in nutrition from the real science and present it in a way that would help to reduce the doubts, anxiety and often guilt associated with food. I believe when we invest in the key areas of our lifestyle, we can all perform better – not just athletes but everyone.


I have worked with high-performance athletes for most of my career and, subsequently, know what is required to win and to consistently perform at the top level in sport. In this book, I delve into not only the science of nutrition, but also the tools, strategies and mindset used by the best of the best, the top athletes, to maintain their consistency in high-performance sport. I address what I have found to be the critical aspects of an athlete’s career and how making the right food choices in these circumstances will improve an athlete’s performance, including:


1 Exercise days


2 Rest days


3 Competition days


4 Recovering from injury


5 Supporting immunity


My main message is to invest in your nutrition, your mindset and your physical and mental wellbeing for enhanced physical and mental performance.


CORE CONCEPTS


Over the course of this book, I will present many nutrition, mindset and performance strategies that you can implement for sustained success. A key element is mindset and how our mindset influences our behaviours and, subsequently, our food choices. While the value of nutrition for health and performance remains high, new challenges have evolved in our relationship with food. My principles around food have remained the same since Eat Up, Raise Your Game, where I focused on understanding the key determinants of a successful diet and my philosophy on food. In this book I am bringing attention to mindset, behaviours and why we make the decisions we do in our eating habits.


UNDERSTAND, EXECUTE AND REFLECT


One thing that has become apparent from my years working with top athletes, clubs and high-performing individuals is that


THOSE WHO INTERNALISE, IMPLEMENT AND REFLECT ON KEY HABITS AND BEHAVIOURS ARE MOST SUCCESSFUL IN ACHIEVING THEIR GOALS.


It was this insight that led me to create the understand, execute and reflect (UER) system. If you take one thing from this book and implement it in your life, it should be to use this approach for the strategies and habits you’ll learn about.


1 Understand


Have clarity on what you want to achieve. By establishing clear and precise goals you can understand the theory and principles surrounding them. This will help you to understand why I am recommending particular habits and processes. So as you read each chapter, become familiar with the concepts, strategies and recipes, and take your own notes.


2 Execute


Start to use this new system of planning and implementing in things like shopping, cooking, trying new skills, exploring new flavours and habits within your lifestyle. Don’t be afraid to experiment and make mistakes – it’s all part of the learning process.
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3 Reflect


Check in and reflect on what you are doing in the plan – this will help you to really understand what is working well, what is not working and why. How did it feel to try new things and get a little out of your comfort zone? It is not just about what you learn from this book but what you teach yourself. The practice of reflection has become a major part of my life and approach when working with people.


AIM FOR CONSISTENT PERFORMANCE


The well-known past president of the American College of Lifestyle Medicine David Katz suggests that ‘it’s not what we know, it’s what we do with what we know’.


The word ‘performance’ is often associated with artists or athletes executing spectacular actions in elite competitions.


HOWEVER, I BELIEVE THAT PERFORMANCE IS ABOUT PEOPLE BEING AT THEIR BEST IN THEIR DAILY ACTIONS, NO MATTER WHAT LEVEL THEY ARE COMPETING OR PERFORMING AT.


Performing at your best in your daily physical and mental activities is something we should all aspire to. Achieving your potential requires consistently making the correct choices in the key areas of exercise, lifestyle and performance. Nutrition is a vital component of this. Using this book and the 100 simple recipes will help you optimise your performance so you can achieve your goals. Performance is not a once-off activity. It requires consistency in practice, preparation and recovery. It takes time to perfect your performance strategies and, even then, there is always room for improvement. My vision for performance is based on a clear plan, executing that plan and reviewing progress along the way to see what’s going well and what can be improved.


WHAT’S NEW?


Two years have passed since my first book, Eat Up, Raise Your Game, and quite a bit has changed in my life. I became a dad for the first time to a beautiful daughter, Penny, who has changed things in the most positive way – more than I ever could have imagined. She has brought great light, energy, focus and new purpose to everyday life. I want Penny to grow up in a loving, safe, fun, caring home that allows her to be whoever she chooses and challenges her to be as great as she can. I want her to have a positive relationship with food, full of great experiences, enjoyment, discovery and nourishment. That is something that my wife, Sandra, and I will work together on as a family each day.


WHAT ABOUT HEALTH?


The World Health Organization states, ‘Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity’. My understanding of good health has changed as I have evolved in my career. I used to believe that to be in good health you needed to be rigid, seek perfection, be lean and engage in extreme levels of fitness. I didn’t take account of having fun, happiness, being functionally fit and enjoying the benefits of a healthy lifestyle. I didn’t realise that you could achieve good health and optimal performance without extreme discipline in nutrition and while enjoying life. What is fascinating is that my attitude to and relationship with food have completely changed over the past five years, but there has been little to no change in my weight and body composition. I had assumed that not only would there be changes, but also those changes would be considerable. I have proved to myself that, while you do need to make mostly good choices with food, you can enjoy treats from time to time and a more relaxed approach to nutrition.


WE ALL NEED GUIDANCE, SUPPORT AND ENCOURAGEMENT


On a sad note, my dad, Peter, passed away in October 2021 at the age of 68, far sooner than he should have, but he made the most of every day of those 68 years. That was his motto: enjoy today. He was brought up on a small farm in Leitrim South, near Tubbercurry in Co. Sligo, before moving to care for an older relation at the age of just 12. There he tended the three cows on the farm, milking and working the land. While Peter farmed his whole life, his real passion was drama. He was an acclaimed actor and director and spent more than 50 years involved in amateur drama with the Phoenix Players in Tubbercurry. Some of his career highlights were winning an all-Ireland best actor award and acting professionally with the Blue Raincoats theatre company in Sligo town. That was a small part of what Peter did, but who he was to my family and to me was much more special.


Peter was my dad, my north star and the person I turned to for support and guidance. He had a huge influence on my life and a big impact on my interest in and relationship with food. He was a gifted listener; he would just sit and listen to me speak and then somehow always make sense of situations that I struggled with. In the aftermath of Peter’s passing, I realised that I wasn’t the only one who turned to him for advice, support and a friendly ear. We received countless letters and cards from people all across Ireland and abroad, sharing their memories of when he had been there for them, just as he had been for me. That’s just who he was.





[image: Image]


Losing Peter has brought incredible pain and sadness. He has left a void that will never be filled, but there was light and hope too in all that we shared and experienced. The unity and love of our family and the support of friends and neighbours have allowed me to experience appreciation, gratitude and pride, feelings I wasn’t expecting in the wake of such a loss. To have experienced that love during the hardest time in my life makes me incredibly proud. Peter was proud too. In the weeks prior to his passing, we had the chance to share our thoughts and words. While this wasn’t easy, I will always be grateful we talked as openly as we did. They were special conversations that will stay with me forever.


In those weeks before my dad passed, we were fortunate to spend some really special time with him, caring for him and doing the little things that we often take for granted. In fact, I read many of the chapters from this book to him, which makes it all the more important to me. Food, optimum nutrition and cooking played a really important role in Peter’s care at this time. We, as a family, cooked a nutritious meal in the evenings, and as the smells from the kitchen filled the house, the mood and morale in the house lifted. Peter would join us and have what he could. The nod of approval or seeing him enjoy the meal, no matter how small, gave us all a sense of comfort. That time at home helped me to cope with his passing.


PETER LEAVES A LEGACY IN SO MANY WAYS.


First and foremost, he was a loving father and husband. He was the person we all turned to for guidance and support. Much of who I am is influenced by him and many of the stories I share in this book are an acknowledgement of his wonderful influence. I will always be grateful for his love, support and everything I learned from him.


While there are too many variables to go into detail here about nutrition for someone with cancer – in particular the type of cancer, the treatment they are receiving and the stage of the illness – food can certainly play an important role in helping to maintain quality of life, function and a positive mindset. A few things are pretty universal:


 


• Getting adequate energy from a variety of foods and meals


• Getting a good source of protein at most meals – yoghurts, whey protein, eggs and milk are good options and easy to consume


• Smaller, more frequent meals are usually easier to manage than bigger meals


• Food enjoyment helps – ensuring the person has meals and foods they really like


• High-fibre foods are important for digestion and motility but need to be managed carefully if taking pain medication


• Keep meals varied and flavoursome – include the person in the planning of the meals


• Milk, soups, puddings and whey-enriched treats are a great way of getting in some extra protein and essential nutrients


IT’S ABOUT THE MESSAGE, NOT YOU!


Peter was never much of an early riser, but I would often go into his room on a Saturday morning to wake him with a coffee and have a chat. I remember once sitting on the edge of the bed and sharing some of my fears about writing Eat Up, Raise Your Game and the content I share on social media. What if I make a mistake? What if people don’t like the recipes? And what will people think of me writing a book? He listened intently, as he always did, and then responded, ‘If the positive message is about food, and to help others is your reason for sharing your information, then that’s all that matters. Your thoughts are natural, you want to do a good job and you will do a good job.’ I remember thinking how calming his words were, and in reality it’s because he was speaking the truth. Such a simple but powerful perspective. That conversation gave me a great sense of calm among all my doubts and fears. I remind myself of those words as I share new messages in this book and each week when I share content on my online platforms. My intention is to help others, to improve people’s health and performance. Maybe understanding his mindset and his simple message is something that can help you too.


HOW IT ALL STARTED


For those of you who don’t know me, I grew up on a small farm in Chaffpool, Sligo, in the west of Ireland. It wasn’t until I reached my late twenties that I realised the impact my upbringing had on the way I viewed food and my nutrition philosophy. My profound interest in farming, animals and caring for the land in a sustainable manner sparked an interest in food in me from a young age.


This was the beginning of my career path as a performance nutritionist.


I wasn’t necessarily good at school, particularly in subjects like maths and Irish, and doing homework always felt like a punishment. I struggled to attend school at various stages, and I would do anything I could to get out of class. I preferred to be out driving tractors, milking cows or playing football. To say I didn’t apply myself was an understatement. My parents did what they could to encourage me, but I just wasn’t interested, and the more they tried, the more I would revolt. I did well in a few subjects, like agricultural science, home economics and English. That gave me hope that, while I didn’t like school in general, I would get enough points to do science or agricultural science in University College Dublin (UCD).


I did the Leaving Cert and, while I knew I wasn’t going to win any academic awards, I felt I did well in my favoured subjects. I was worried about maths, though, because even if I got the points for agricultural science, I wouldn’t get in without passing maths.


On the day of the Leaving Cert results, I walked into the principal’s office and he handed me the envelope. On the sheet were the exact points I needed for agricultural science in UCD, but I’d failed maths: 37.5 per cent. It was time to face the reality of my efforts, my actions and lack of commitment. The night after the results come out is supposed to be a celebration, but I was sick to my stomach and filled with regret. I found it difficult to look my classmates in the eye when they asked how I got on.


In the following weeks, I moved my focus to what I was going to do to get into college, and I stopped worrying about what I hadn’t achieved. The plan was to repeat my Leaving Cert year with the aim of getting better results and passing maths. A few weeks later, just before I got up to do my best man’s speech at my uncle Seamus’s wedding, a text came from Michael Collins, the principal. In capital letters, it read, ‘YOU GOT IT, 40%!’ That was one of the best days of my life. Two weeks later I was starting agricultural science in UCD.


It felt like a new world opened up to me there, and studying things I liked with people who had similar interests was really enjoyable. The range of modules available opened my eyes to different aspects of food and food production. It gave me a detailed understanding of the journey of food from ‘farm to fork’. During these studies, I not only made lifelong friends, but also decided that I wanted to pursue a career in nutrition.


A YEAR ACROSS THE POND


After my degree in UCD, I was accepted into a master’s in nutrition, physical activity and public health at the University of Bristol, which confirmed that it was sports nutrition I wanted to specialise in. After gaining some experience working in sports nutrition, I went on to complete the International Olympic Committee (IOC) postgraduate diploma in sports nutrition.


While I was doing my master’s, I played football with the London senior football team, doubling as their performance nutritionist. At the time I was very serious about two things: playing football and nutrition. I wasn’t particularly tolerant of those who weren’t fully committed to both. There were many robust conversations that year with various players and coaches as I tried to gain buy-in to nutrition practice. As I saw it, athletes were making glaring mistakes with their nutrition and that was negatively impacting performance. Back then it wasn’t unusual for players to go to McDonald’s after a gym or pitch session. One of the conversations I look back on and now laugh about was with a really talented player on our team, John. After training, I was talking intensely about the importance of recovery and the potential damage of things like takeaways. John nodded as I was speaking, and when I took a breath, he asked me, ‘You finished?’ I said, ‘No.’ He said, ‘Well, do you know what you need to do?’ I said, ‘What?’ ‘Relax ta fuck and drink more pints!’ he said and walked off. I was left with my mouth open. Conversations like that left me frustrated and, in the early days of my nutrition career, even caused me to question the route I was taking. What I have realised many years later is that these conversations were teaching me a huge amount about communication, what motivates different people and the importance of building solid relationships with people before talking to them about what they should do!


A SLIGO MAN WORKING IN HURLING?


When I moved back to Ireland after my studies in Bristol, it was all about trying to get some real-life work experience. This was more of a challenge than I expected. For months, I did all kinds of jobs just to pay the bills – including standing on Leeson Street bridge, at around six in the morning, dressed in an orange suit and handing out fruit juice. But, just like all my other work experience up to that point, that was valuable too. I learned how to approach people in a friendly, non-threatening manner – I also learned that jobs like that are not easy.


About 18 months after coming back to Ireland and working mostly in marketing jobs, my friend Brendan Egan told me about a job coming up with a supplement company. Although I never intended to work in the supplement industry, the three years I spent there learning how to formulate products, write nutrition labels and, most of all, see how a business was set up were invaluable. I gained great insight into the supplement industry, which was very useful to me as my career evolved, as it’s always a topic of conversation with athletes and you need to know what works and what doesn’t.


In 2011, I had the opportunity to join the Dublin senior hurling team as their performance nutritionist, when my very good friend Martin Kennedy asked me to be part of his performance team. Martin is an exceptional coach and a fantastic man. He supported me when I was just starting out; he encouraged me and believed in me when I needed it most. We all need an MK in our lives, and I do my best to help others the way Martin helped me. Working with the Dublin hurling team was my first real experience of high-performance sport, and I loved every minute of it. They were committed, motivated and had an incredible work ethic, which was really inspiring.


I continued to work full-time in the supplement industry during this time, which involved many early mornings, including being in the gym at 5 a.m. with the team sometimes, before going to work with the supplement company and meeting clients in the evenings. I gained a lot of great experience as well as new friendships within the team.


THE DREAM COMES TRUE


At the end of that year, a position came up with the Dublin senior football team, which I applied for. Following many reviews and meetings with Jim Gavin, I became their performance nutritionist from 2012 until the present day. Soon after this, in 2013, there was a job opportunity with Leinster Rugby and, following a lot of preparation and an extensive interview process, I was successful in my application for that role too. It was my dream to work in elite sport and in the space of two months I was working with the two teams I admired most. There have been many pinch-me moments over the past nine years but plenty of tough ones too. You need to continue to add value and evolve every season, which is one of the great things about the role but also comes with many challenges.


Being successful in the industry is not only about getting the necessary qualifications and ticking the boxes on your CV. It requires continuous growth, learning and reflection to be successful. If you are truly committed to working in this space, I recommend that you focus on building your knowledge, gaining experience, networking, becoming familiar with well-respected individuals in the field, making contacts, reading and being proactive in your learning. Instagram, TikTok, Twitter and so on have become saturated with ‘nutrition experts’, and it is very tempting to become part of that world, but in doing this, you may miss out on the fundamentals, such as gaining experience, building your knowledge and making real-life connections.


Everything I have experienced along the way, every unpaid job and challenging obstacle I have overcome, has taught me something valuable. All of these things that we pick up as we go accumulate and shape us into the person and, in this case, practitioner that we aspire to become.


ALTHOUGH I DIDN’T TAKE THE MOST STRAIGHTFORWARD ROUTE, I WOULD NOT CHANGE IT.


NAILING DOWN THE FUNDAMENTALS


Nutrition is an ever-evolving science, and even the most well-educated and -qualified scientists, researchers, dietitians and nutritionists are still learning. What is known and cannot be debated is that nutrition has an immeasurable influence on health, wellbeing and the risk for many diseases. To quote from the excellent article ‘Emotions and Health Decision-Making’ by Ferrer et al., ‘the decisions that people make about their health significantly affect the quality, trajectory and length of human life’. The more consistent, positive and healthy your lifestyle habits, the better you feel, the better you look and the healthier you will be. While there is much we don’t know about aspects of our body and mind, there are thankfully some sound nutritional principles that we do know. For example, there is a hierarchy of nutritional needs that every person can follow to determine their individual nutritional needs for health or performance. This determines the most important aspects of nutrition for a person and can prove invaluable when goal-setting for health and performance. Along with the elements of nutrition, of course, the psychology- and behaviour-related aspect also needs to be determined. This is what fascinates me most about nutrition: it cannot work in isolation from other lifestyle elements. We must understand how all aspects of our lifestyle impact our decision-making and our long-term health and performance.
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1 Calories or energy


specifically suited to our personal needs is critical to optimally complete daily tasks and achieve various health or performance goals.


2 Macronutrients


– protein, carbohydrate and fat – are our primary sources of energy from food. Meeting our personal needs for each of these is critical for health, energy, body composition goals and, of course, athletic performance.


3 Food composition


relates to the nutrient density of the foods we eat day to day. Vitamins, minerals and antioxidants play a critical role in health, wellbeing and performance.


4 Food timing


relates to when food is consumed. This means at what point in the day you have your meals; in a performance context, it is specific to when food is consumed before or after exercise.


5 Supplements


are often what people want to discuss first when considering their dietary goals. While in specific cases supplements can offer an important solution for meeting the need for certain nutrients, supplements are the least important factor when it comes to the effectiveness of your diet.
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PART ONE: FOOD FOUNDATION


MY NUTRITION LESSONS


How many times have you heard the phrase ‘it’s about having the right mindset’ when it comes to your nutrition or exercise? I would imagine many times. Unfortunately, it’s not as simple as it sounds. There are many layers to having the right mindset with your nutrition and numerous things to consider when you are striving to build a consistent way of eating healthily. Firstly, you need to have excellent awareness about what works for you as an individual, and really understand what habits and decisions in your life allow you to be at your best.


Here are the top 10 lessons I have learned over the past 12 years from working with elite athletes, recreational athletes, those looking to improve their health and from my own personal journey with nutrition.


1 Think about food and nutrition in a positive way. Acknowledge your thoughts about food, and about how it makes you feel, and how this evolves as you continue to learn about what works best for you nutritionally.


2 Knowledge does not necessarily translate into best practice. Healthy eating is a habit. You have to put conscious effort into creating habits and routines in your daily life if you want to see consistent positive daily outcomes.


3 Nutrition is one of many pieces of a jigsaw that fits together to make a healthy lifestyle. No component works in isolation. Sleep, nutrition, exercise and the way you live your life; each have an impact on the other pillars of your performance.


4 Building a positive relationship with food is essential for long-term, sustainable healthy eating habits. A guilt-driven and negative relationship only creates a vicious cycle of negative emotions and a short-term focus on your goals.


5 Create values within your home around food and cooking. If you live with a partner, family or friends, try to get them involved and to buy in to these values. These can be based around:
a Avoiding food wastage
b Cooking your own meals
c Eating together
d Limiting takeaway meals
e Eating seasonal foods


6 Be patient! We often underestimate how long it takes to create new habits or to make changes to our body composition. Meaningful change in your body and health is a by-product of patience, commitment and trust in the process.


7 Expecting big changes too soon sets you up for disappointment when you fail. Understanding your goals and aligning your expectations is critical for long-term success.


8 Consistency, consistency and more consistency: understand it, embrace it and take pride in it. Being consistent can result in extraordinary outcomes, but mastering it only comes with plenty of practice and reflection on what works in your personal routine.


9 Good food choices are an investment in your health, your future and your family. Think of each meal as an opportunity to make a small but positive investment in these things.


10 Don’t underestimate the power of reflection. Reflection is giving careful consideration to your actions and behaviours in a manner that is honest, humbling and constructive for you. In high-performing environments, athletes regularly receive feedback on their performance and are expected to understand plans, details and practices that will allow them to consistently improve and strive towards being at their best. If we don’t receive this type of feedback, we can achieve something similar through reflective practices. This can be just once a week thinking back over what went well and what you can do better, then dating and logging it in a journal (this is beneficial for all areas of our lives, not just nutritional habits).


INSIDE THE MINDS OF HIGH PERFORMERS


What differentiates elite athletes from those who never quite make it? This is a question that fascinates coaches, sports scientists, nutritionists and anyone who is interested in sport. The answer, of course, is not so straightforward. The roles of nature vs nurture, genetics and environmental exposure are all under considerable debate among the sports science community. In addition, the mindset of athletes is considered a critical factor for success. Successful elite athletes have commonalities in their psychological abilities, including sustaining high levels of motivation, thriving in high-pressure environments, coping with adversity and being resilient. These traits enable athletes to remain focused on achieving their goals. A quote I regularly use when speaking to groups is ‘Doing the simple things consistently well can result in great outcomes, but doing things consistently well takes extraordinary discipline’. This quote epitomises the attitude of elite athletes and is what I see working with the most successful athletes in Ireland. They also strive for improvement no matter how small it may seem, they seek positive and negative feedback, and they never stop wanting to learn from those around them – from fellow athletes, teammates and coaching staff. Humility is a core trait that cannot be underestimated in these men and women.


EVERY DAY IS A LEARNING DAY


I’m extremely fortunate to work on a day-to-day basis with some of the most ambitious and driven individuals in the world. I have worked with teams that have won European Cups, All-Irelands and All-Stars, to name a few. Each team and athlete is different and presents an opportunity to learn. These athletes have to navigate challenges in their sports, including injury, losing matches, subpar performances or breakdowns in communications.


The most successful athletes always try to learn from these challenges. Mistakes happen, balls get dropped, games are lost and, from a nutrition perspective, there are periods of excessive eating and, let’s be honest, alcohol comes into the equation too. When these adverse circumstances arise, it is the mindset to improve that matters most. These athletes never lose the desire for self-improvement and developing their knowledge of their sport. I have seen athletes reach the highest heights in their sport and get up the following week determined to improve and pursue even greater levels of performance. It’s fascinating and infectious! In general, non-athletes, myself included, often become distracted and impatient with a lack of the results we think we should be achieving. Mental toughness has been described in research as the ‘ability to sustain attention to the task-at-hand while under pressure, as well as in the face of distraction’. This really reflects my experience and I believe it’s important to share the reality of how these men and women think. Too much emphasis is placed on the physical prowess of athletes and not enough on their mindset, attitude, work ethic and willingness to learn. If you truly want to learn from these athletes, look at how they build consistency and their mindset towards their goals. Just like a new sport-specific skill or gym technique, these too can be learned.


TEAM-FIRST MINDSET


From my experience, collaboration, teamwork, communication and a team-first approach are fundamental to building a successful team. In my jobs with Leinster Rugby and Dublin GAA, there was a huge backroom team involved, covering coaching, medical, athletic performance, analysis, sports psychology and nutrition. This team works collectively to ensure that all team members have both their on-field and off-field performance supported to the highest level. Only when each department is working in harmony will athletes fully achieve their potential. This is true for the backroom team too: they work and support each other in order to reach full potential in their work.


SUCCESS SIMPLY DOES NOT HAPPEN UNLESS YOU HAVE A COLLABORATIVE TEAM WITH A TEAM-FIRST MENTALITY.


If I look back at my own career playing football, the same can be said. Any team that performs consistently or is successful requires all players and backroom staff to be committed to the team with all the energy, effort and work directed towards helping the team succeed. Owen Eastwood, performance coach and author of the book Belonging, believes ‘70% of your behaviour is determined by the environment you happen to be in. So, you want to make it a positive place.’


Here are some of the common traits, behaviours and habits I have noted from working with incredible athletes.


[image: Image]


1 They don’t make excuses, such as ‘I don’t have time’ or ‘I don’t know how’; they always find a way to get better.


2 They seek to learn and improve all the time.


3 They plan and organise their week and day as if every week is an important game week.


4 They compete with themselves to improve.


5 They accept when they make mistakes and want to learn from them.


6 They let their actions do the talking.


7 They are consistent in their execution of their lifestyle and training fundamentals.


8 They are curious, pleasant, humble, grateful and caring.


LIVING WITH SOB


When I started working with Leinster Rugby in 2013, I needed to find somewhere to live that didn’t come with a daily traffic-ridden commute to work. Anyone who has lived in Dublin knows how difficult that search can be. Coincidentally, Seán O’Brien had just moved into a new apartment and, as luck would have it, was looking for a housemate. At the time, I didn’t know Seán that well. But I did know he was a high-profile rugby player who was a former European player of the year, three-time Heineken Cup winner and Six Nations Championship winner, not to mention an out-and-out character. One day at training Seán approached me. ‘I hear you’re looking for a place at the moment – I could do you a good price?’ I would be lying if I said the idea of living with Seán didn’t excite me – it did! But I had to consider the obvious concerns associated with living with someone I worked with. I weighed up the pros and cons, but the possibility of building a really positive relationship with Seán as a friend while also having the opportunity to help him with his nutrition and his on-field performance swayed my decision and I eventually accepted … pending his idea of what a good price would be.


Seán was already a world-class athlete and a proven performer but was known to be inconsistent with his nutrition and lifestyle – he would admit that himself. For one of our first dinners together – it sounds like a date as I write it! – we cooked burgers with roast vegetables and a side of hummus. Seán’s knife-skills, or lack thereof, were hilarious. He was chopping the vegetables with a bread knife and kept saying, ‘This bloody knife is useless!’ I smiled to myself but never said a word. In my defence, it wasn’t because of who he was, but rather what he was: a 109-kg man, nicknamed the ‘Tullow Tank’, with a bread knife in his hand. I like burgers, but I wasn’t prepared for them to be my last meal! We cooked the burgers in a nice tomato-based sauce with parsnip chips and roast peppers on the side. Seán cleaned his plate and relocated to the couch – he left me to tidy up, as his work was done. This was new territory for SOB, and I could feel it. I asked him what he thought.


He responded, ‘Ya, lovely!’


I followed up with, ‘That’s good – you liked the peppers?’


‘Ya,’ said Seán, ‘I actually don’t eat peppers, but they were nice.’


Good start, I thought.


Living with Seán taught me a lot about elite athletes, behaviour change and what could be achieved over time with a subtle and progressive approach. I never once gave him a hard time or told him what he needed to do, but I always answered his questions and provided help when sought. We created a fun and enjoyable atmosphere in the house, with preparing and eating good food at the heart of it. As Seán’s cooking skills and habits improved, he became a real ambassador for nutrition in Leinster. He talked to younger players about their habits and shared recipes and meals he had learned to cook. The benefits of peer-to-peer teaching are undeniable, especially when it is coming from someone of Seán’s calibre. These younger players aspired to reach his level in rugby, and if he was telling them the benefits of developing cooking skills and focusing on their nutrition, they were going to do just that. He began to cook for his friends and family and took real pride when relaying back to me just how much they enjoyed it. The changes Seán had made to his nutrition and lifestyle became a huge asset when he had to battle injury and recovery. Seán was and is still known for his level of muscle mass – hence the nickname ‘Tullow Tank’ – strength and lean physique. But it was when he was getting back from his shoulder surgery that Seán achieved some of his greatest body-composition results, which he deserves great credit for. It really showed how his mindset about nutrition had changed and the power of his nutrition habits.


Seán and I became good friends over the time we lived together and continue to be. I often reference some of the stories of our time living together when working with athletes as real-life examples of how nutrition can play a huge role in performance and health. You can improve your nutrition at any point in your life, or indeed sports career. With Seán, it started with changing his mindset. He was competitive and wanted to continue to improve as a rugby player. He could easily have just said, ‘I have already achieved so much without being a good cook or developing good nutrition habits,’ but he didn’t. What is most gratifying about all my conversations about nutrition with Seán is that he will bring those skills and that knowledge with him, wherever he goes. I know he made a difference to those around him in London Irish and in his family, but it won’t stop there. He enjoys his ‘odd’ pint or burger, but in the bigger picture, he is an ambassador for healthy eating and will feel the benefits for many years to come.


SOMETIMES LAUGHTER IS THE KEY


Paul Flynn, former Dublin footballer and All-Star, is another athlete who I formed an excellent working relationship with and also a great friendship. I admired Paul for many reasons beyond his natural and brilliant football abilities. He is one of the hardest-working athletes I have ever worked with. But what was extraordinary about Paul was his mindset and ability to be so relaxed and often humorous in some of the most pressing circumstances. His positive energy was infectious to not only the players but also the coaching staff. He was a team player by definition, completely committed to the team goal and performance, all while having a smile on his face and enjoying the experience. Jack McCaffrey is another man who comes to mind when I think of being relaxed under pressure. Although I’m not sure if that will come as any surprise to GAA followers. Being around Paul, Jack and many other Dublin players while preparing for the biggest games of their lives and seeing them bop around the dressing room was so refreshing and, for me, inspirational. It epitomises what sport, at its heart, is supposed to be about: fun! Paul, and many other athletes like him who I have worked with, understood that the work was done, the effort was put in and the best way to get your best performance was with a relaxed body and mind. Over-analysing, fixating on the outcome or fearing a mistake can cripple you and create tension in your body and doubt in your mind.


Jonny Wilkinson, former England Rugby out-half, has talked about the pressure he used to put himself under to perform. He said that, when he was younger, ‘half of me was loving the game and half was worrying about what would happen if it went wrong. And as I got older that ratio became 70–30, then 85–15, and it left so little space for joy.’ He went on to say, ‘I lived a huge amount of my career thinking I was going to achieve joy through suffering, but all I did was create a habit of suffering. I lived for those beautiful moments of being in the zone during the games, and I told myself they were the result of the ridiculous suffering I went through and the sacrifices I made. So, I told myself I had to suffer more, because that was the way I was going to get back into the zone.’


I wish I had learned this sooner, and when I was playing football all those years ago, in the biggest moments, that I smiled more. What I can say is that, while I didn’t have the chance to bring it into my competitive sporting life, I have consciously implemented it in many other situations in my life, like playing golf, public speaking, media events or simply sharing information on my social media. Making things more fun and allowing myself to feel relaxed have been instrumental to finding a better flow to the things that are important to me.


Do you think it’s something you could work on?


MICHAEL JOHNSON


Over the past few years, I have listened to some of the most successful sportspeople talk about what drives them to not only achieve a high level of performance in their sport, but also continue to strive to improve. Similar to many Irish athletes like Roy Keane, Brian O’Driscoll and Johnny Sexton, a man I greatly admire is Michael Johnson. For those of you who don’t know him, Michael Duane Johnson (born 13 September 1967) is an American retired sprinter who won four Olympic gold medals and eight World Championship gold medals over his career. He formerly held the world and Olympic records in the 200-metre and 400-metre, as well as the world record in the indoor 400-metre sprint. In 2018, at the age of fifty, he suffered a stroke, rendering him unable to walk. He talked about the anger he experienced when it happened. But that anger soon changed to determination and to a proactive mindset which focused on positive self-talk. He said to himself, ‘If anyone can do this, I can!’ Listening to a former world and Olympic sprinting champion describe the struggles he endured while learning how to walk again was even more admirable than his sporting achievements. I found his words about what he believes is required to reach your goals so impactful that I had to include some of my favourite examples here.
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