

[image: images]





[image: images]







[image: image]


[image: image]









CONTENTS


INTRODUCTION


1. MINDSET


2. MOVEMENT


3. REST


4. DIET









INTRODUCTION





As an elite 400m sprint athlete I have a string of successes under my belt. I finished sixth in the world in 2009, won the European Indoor Championships in 2005 and 2007, beat some of the best athletes in the world and realised my dream of competing at the 2008 Beijing Olympics. For as long as I can remember I have been an achiever, wearing my ‘stop-at-nothing’ armour with the prize being the Olympics. And yet, on a Sunday in 2015, I found myself sitting at my kitchen table in Dublin contemplating suicide.


I had spent the best part of the two previous years since my retirement from athletics with the handbrake on. I had become disengaged, moody and deeply unhappy, finally being diagnosed with depression earlier that year. I looked across the table at my wife Charlotte, who was eight months pregnant, and realised I could not bring a baby into the world with this ‘head’ on my shoulders; something had to change. This was my eureka moment, my absolute rock bottom.


In late 2010 I had made the decision to move to America to give myself the best opportunity to train for the 2012 London Olympics. Within two months of arriving I suffered a calf injury that would be the start of my athletic demise. The scene in America was tough: I was the only white European among a group of athletes who had no interest in socialising. I was lonely and isolated and yet determined that putting myself among some of the best sprinters in the world would be the best environment for me – a knee-jerk reaction to a season that hadn’t gone so well. I soon returned to the UK to prepare for the Olympics but found I was trailing behind my fellow athletes. The injury had knocked my self-esteem, which fed my performance anxiety. Each time I hit the track was an attempt to replicate my personal best and the success I once had. I was pushing 30: younger athletes were passing me by and I didn’t like it. A toxic inner voice was bombarding me with undermining questions: Why wasn’t I as fast as these guys? Why couldn’t I hit my time markers? After all, I had finished sixth in the World Championships. Shouldn’t I be leading the pack? I started to overanalyse everything and soon my sleep, eating habits and mental health suffered. My meals became a finely deconstructed calorie count, my sleep was disturbed, my relationships were fraught with tension. I had learned about defeats but not about how to deal with a long-term injury and could not accept where it had left me. I didn’t trust my body and it showed on the track and at home.


Injury struck again in February 2012. My Olympic dream was over.


The negative thinking exploded and the self-bashing trickled into other aspects of my life. My brain was trained to win and to focus on the physical element of my performance. Never did I consider how my mental health and attitude was affecting my ability to perform. As I soon realised, if your head isn’t in the game, you’ve lost before you’ve started.


Confused and a little beaten, I moved to Australia in the post-Olympic months for a year in an attempt at a fresh start and to enjoy training life. It was a great year but also one filled with self-doubt and worry about what I was going to do with my life. I was crippled with insecurity and dread at the prospect of life without athletics.


They say professional athletes die twice, retirement being the first of their ‘deaths’. The structured routine and vigorous training is no longer necessary, the adulation and attention disappears. Sponsors fall away. You’re the man. And then, you’re not. What you are left with is the battle scars, the memories and yourself, scrambling to relearn how to function in normal society and too much time to think about it. My long-term plan had been to finish up in the Rio Olympics in 2016. Instead, I found myself facing the difficult decision to retire soon after returning to Dublin in 2013, a decision that I feel I had no control over – I knew that my running career would probably end in my mid-thirties but I wasn’t even 30 yet! I told myself I was taking time to ‘figure things out’ following the injury but it didn’t last long. Uncomfortable with the idea of sitting with myself, I soon found a job with a sports performance company but I missed everything about athletics: the identity, the buzz, the goal, training with my friends, the adrenaline hit. I missed being scraped off the track on a Tuesday morning and that feeling of achievement. Soon ‘athletics’ became a dreaded word. I couldn’t talk, read about or watch athletics. I stopped running and became resentful. If I hadn’t started running in the first place, I wouldn’t be in this mess. It didn’t take long before all exercise was shelved and the comfort eating started.


I would stop at garages and sit in the car gorging on muffins while somewhere in the back of my mind I’d be promising myself a run later to try to assuage the guilt. The run never happened – not that night, nor the following day or week. I devoured vats of ice cream and packs of biscuits in one sitting. I retreated into my own home and mind; afraid to meet people in case they would ask me what I was doing with myself. I’d been successful on the athletics track so surely whatever I did next would have to be equally dazzling! I started to sink into a hole from which I couldn’t emerge. I would spend hours on social media comparing myself to other athletes, finally peeling myself away from my phone with my self-confidence on the floor. The time, energy and focus you put into your athletic career exceeds almost anything else you do in life, swallowing your identity whole. It also exposes the crudely simple rhetoric of sport: Winning is good, and promises joy. Losing is bad, and brings strife. Vulnerability doesn’t come into it. I had left my identity on the track and had no idea who I was. I struggled to define my self-worth apart from my athletic career; after all it’s easier to say ‘I am an athlete’ than ‘I was an athlete’.


I developed psoriasis all over my body, night sweats that were so bad the entire mattress was soaked through. I became moody and fractious, arguing over trivial things. One morning after a meltdown over something unimportant, I stormed out of the house and into my car. When I finally looked at my phone an hour later there were 20 missed calls from Charlotte, my then fiancée, desperate to know if I was okay since she had heard on the radio that a person had died by suicide after jumping from a bridge on the M50 and she was convinced it was me. I was not comfortable with who I was and where I was but I wasn’t asking for help. Depression is a dirty word in the locker room; how could I be depressed considering my success? It was the deepest, darkest, quietest place I’ve ever been. Finally, on that Sunday in December, I suffered a panic attack and made a phone call, the most important phone call of my life: I asked for help.


From that December three years ago until now, I have been clawing my way back. I started to get better when I accepted I had a problem and started talking about how I felt; when I changed my habits and listened to what my body needed. I have learned that those moments that threaten to unglue us are often the ones that help us understand our worth. I have discovered that my mind is the most important tool in my toolbox. The stories I tell myself affect every decision I make. I have realised that for peak performance you need a balance between four pillars: Mindset, Movement, Relaxation and Diet. Through the help of a counsellor and by making small changes in various areas of my life, I have rediscovered my love for exercise. I have remembered how much I love food and cooking. I have understood the importance of sleep and downtime to my overall wellbeing and I have learned to be aware of those moments when I am mindful, not mind full. I have bad days but in general I have found a better me, one I am happy to spend time with.
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THE BOOK


When I look back at myself post retirement all I see is a busy fool. I was working full-time and doing extra gigs at the weekends, I had very little quality time with my family and was constantly tired with little or no downtime. So I went back to something I used at the height of my athletic career – the wheel of life technique. Back then, I was working with sports psychologists who trained us to use this technique to map out key areas of our lives into percentages using a big circle. As an athlete, 80 per cent of my time was spent training, with the remaining 20 per cent split between my family and friends. Not a very healthy balance, but normal enough for a career athlete. However, when I retired and started a ‘normal’ career, the 80 per cent was just transferred to work. Still no balance. So I looked at the wheel and saw how I prioritised my time and what was suffering, and this, along with other changes, helped create some balance in my life.


In today’s instant-gratification world, good health is now a major fashion trend so that everywhere we look we see quick fixes – people championing the virtues of this or that life-changing diet or new fitness regime. Social media is breeding a culture of comparison that is unhealthy and detrimental to people’s mental health. I now realise that we can’t change the modern landscape but we can change how we interact with it. Your body and your mind are interconnected and should be seen as a whole, which is why you need to take a helicopter view of your health.


There is no one way of living a healthy life. Exercise and diet have long been touted as the panacea for ill-health and it can be confusing with many of us thinking: what’s best for me? Or, where do I start? While the old adage that food and exercise are fundamental to good health certainly holds weight, it fails to recognise the importance of other pillars in our lives.


The idea for this book was born from my own story and a desire to share my experience: my career as an elite athlete, subsequent spiral into depression and journey back to a better way of living. I’m now certain that it isn’t simply one thing that helped me back, but a combination. I have my better-living toolbox sorted and I want to share it with people. It doesn’t matter if you’ve never run in your life, what we have in common is that we’re all human. The toolbox takes the holistic approach, which is the winning formula. At its heart is a simple premise: good health requires creating balance in those four key areas of your life:


1. MINDSET


2. MOVEMENT


3. REST


4. DIET


I have shared tips and methods for creating that balance but it’s designed to complement your life, so I would encourage you to only choose elements that work for you. It’s a ‘life’ plan that is simple, accessible and easy to follow. No short cuts, no miracle pills; you simply begin to make small changes, with the big picture in mind.
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1. MINDSET


A set of beliefs or a way of thinking


that determines one’s behaviour,


outlook and mental attitude
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We often underestimate how powerful our minds really are. It’s our inner voice and the language it uses that really determines how we approach things in our lives. Mindset is essentially a set of attitudes fuelled by our internal dialogue and when we change it to one of ‘growth’ as opposed to ‘fixed’, we can alter the course of our lives. Many of us stunt our growth by having a fixed mindset with limiting beliefs. And, since our states of mind feed our inner belief systems, which form habits and ultimately, our lifestyles, getting that right is crucial for attaining good health. Have you ever found yourself saying something like, ‘I can’t lose weight, nothing ever works’ or ‘I hate exercise, I’m just not sporty’? This is an example of a fixed mindset – by changing this to something like, ‘I’ve struggled to lose weight in the past but that’s because I hadn’t found the method that worked for me.’


GROWTH VERSUS FIXED MINDSET


THE FIXED MINDSET


* Avoids challenges


* Sees effort as fruitless


* Ignores useful feedback


* Is discouraged by mistakes.


THE GROWTH MINDSET


* Embraces challenges


* Sees consistent effort as vital


* Is open to constructive challenge


* Sees mistakes as opportunities.


How do we begin to make those mental changes?
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THE FIXED MINDSET assumes that our basic characteristics such as talent or intelligence are static and cannot be changed in any meaningful way.


[image: image]


THE GROWTH MINDSET assumes that there are opportunities to grow, that you can learn new skills, ask for help and develop yourself, and that failure is a springboard for growth.





FOSTERING A GROWTH MINDSET


In his book The Chimp Paradox, leading sports psychologist Steve Peters talks about athletes taming their ‘inner chimp’ – that toxic voice on your shoulder spinning the negative yarn, which isn’t just reserved for athletes but affects everyone. According to Peters, success goes hand-in-hand with happiness and confidence. If you suffer from unhelpful feelings of anxiety, your chimp is in control, so learning to recognise the difference between your chimp and yourself (or your fixed and growth mindset) is an important part of rewiring your brain to think positively.


The following are examples of the type of toxic voice that can create a fixed mindset:


* Negative self-talk


* Irrational thoughts


* Lack of confidence


* Catastrophising everything


* Concentrating on what other people think of you.


Naming your chimp can be a means of detaching yourself from it and challenging the annoying voice. My chimp, nicknamed Chopper, would usually visit before a big race when my anxiety levels were ramped up. I would challenge it or distract myself using various techniques I had learned:


* I’d write down all the negative thoughts in my head, then rip up the paper and throw it in the bin.


* I’d write down all the positives – good training sessions, good races, results, etc.


* I made a video clip of my best races and put music to it – watching it gave me instant confidence.


When anxiety strikes I now use the 3D technique:


D


DISTRACTION


TURN ON MUSIC, GET UP AND DO SOMETHING, WIND THE CAR WINDOW DOWN.


D


DISTANCE


I DISTANCE MYSELF FROM THAT VOICE IN MY HEAD – IT’S CHOPPER SPEAKING, NOT ME.


D


DISPUTE


BECAUSE IT’S CHOPPER AND NOT ME, I CAN DISPUTE WHAT HE IS SAYING.


But in the last few years Chopper was very much in charge. I didn’t have the emotional bank or capacity to challenge him and he did a lot of damage.


Nowadays, he’s a lot quieter but still needs reassurance from time to time.


Carol Dweck, a professor of psychology at Stanford University in California, has proved that those who apply a growth mindset suffer less stress and anxiety and enjoy long-term achievement and higher self-esteem. It follows that much of our behaviour and capacity for happiness is linked to these two mindsets. You can’t fix a problem with the same mindset that got you there. Author Wallace D. Wattles may have put it best when he said, ‘Whatever you habitually think yourself to be, that you are.’


Manage your self-talk using the REM technique.


R


RECOGNISE


BECOME AWARE OF YOUR INTERNAL DIALOGUE.


E


EVALUATE


IS IT POSITIVE OR NEGATIVE? WHAT IS THE CONSISTENCY OF YOUR THOUGHTS?


M


MODIFY


MAKE CHANGES – IF THE TALK IS CONSTANTLY NEGATIVE, TRY TO CHANGE IT.


IDENTIFYING YOUR ‘WHY?’


Growing up I knew I had a talent: I could run fast. It wasn’t until my teenage years that I realised it could be a career. I didn’t want to always wonder what my life might have been like as an athlete, I wanted to be that athlete with no regrets. That was my personal ‘why?’ Your ‘why’ is the purpose or the belief that motivates you to achieve. It could be to provide for your family or for yourself, to improve your health, run a marathon, lose weight or de-stress: we all have hopes, dreams and intentions but for many, fear of change or failure prevents us from taking the leap.


In my experience, change is usually something that is worth doing and you are the only person who can take ownership of it. When I was feeling my worst, ego was my biggest obstacle, driving a lot of bad decisions and suppressing the good ones. I found it hard to say ‘no’ to anyone, I was burnt out, run down, sleeping badly and too tired to train, eat well or hold proper conversations. When I realised there was no real value in anything I was doing I had to stop and ask myself, ‘What’s important?’ I’ve definitely learned more from those ‘dark’ days – those ‘failed’ moments – than the successful ones. It’s so easy to focus on the negatives or the things you didn’t do or should have done; the result is you forget to focus on what makes you you! So it’s important to check in with yourself now and again and a great way of doing that is using the wall of belief. Ask yourself WHY you want to do something. WHAT are your superpowers? WHAT is important to you? Are you WHERE you want to be? WHAT are your opportunities for growth? Knowing the WHY will help you figure out the WHAT and the HOW.
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The wheel of life is a useful tool that measures how satisfied you are with your life. Draw a circle and divide it into eight slices (like a cake). Give each slice a label. You could divide it into things like career, money, social, personal growth, physical environment, health, etc. You can change the labels to reflect what is important to you, but I have given some examples on the opposite page. Give each area a score out of 10 with 0 being least satisfied and 10 being very satisfied. When you have scored all areas, connect the lines to form the inner wheel. This will give you a visual balance of your life as it is right now.


Once you have identified the areas you’d like to improve, it’s time to start setting goals around them.


GOALS WITHOUT PLANS ARE WISHES


Starting out, I had a very fixed mindset. I rarely asked myself, ‘How do I get to that goal?’ or ‘How do I build resilience and confidence?’ When I did, I would hear that ‘fixed’ voice – Chopper – loud and clear: ‘You’re Irish, you can’t sprint.’ It wasn’t until I won my first medal that I gained some confidence. I began making concrete plans and trusting them. If I wanted to get to the Olympics what did I need to do? Could I eat 15 good meals a week, get eight hours’ sleep a night and work with a strength and conditioning coach? Put simply, I had a plan for maybe reaching my goal.


When setting your own goals, it might be useful to consider the SMART technique, which will help add structure and track-ability to your goals instead of leaving them as vague resolutions.


S


SPECIFIC


YOUR GOAL SHOULD BE CLEAR. WHAT DO YOU WANT TO DO? WHY IS IT IMPORTANT? WHO IS INVOLVED? WHERE IS IT LOCATED? WHICH RESOURCES ARE INVOLVED?


M


MEASURABLE


YOUR GOALS SHOULD BE TANGIBLE SO YOU CAN TRACK YOUR PROGRESS.


A


ACHIEVABLE


YOUR GOALS SHOULD BE ATTAINABLE.


R


RELEVANT


ENSURE YOUR GOAL MATTERS TO YOU AND IS WORTHWHILE.


T


TIME-BOUND


EVERY GOAL NEEDS A DEADLINE TO HELP YOU FOCUS.


Some examples of smart goals are: lose a stone in weight in the next three months, do a 20-minute run three times a week, run a 5K by the end of the month, eat breakfast Monday to Friday, turn my phone off in the evenings and play with my kids.


I would often have ten things I wanted to do but using this method really helped me focus on executing one single thing well. The next step was achieving it with a clear plan.


Start by asking yourself the questions on the opposite page.


CLEAR INTENTIONS – THE SECRET INGREDIENT


Goal, target, plan, intention – whatever you want to call it, it’s a destination, somewhere you want to go. I prefer the term ‘intention’ as it feels more like a choice I am making without stress about an expectation that may not be met. Having clarity of mind and being focused propels us forward, allowing us to meet those intentions. Intent is the secret ingredient for attaining even the smallest of achievements with ease. And being realistic about our intentions or goals gives us a better chance of achieving them.
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1


WHAT ARE YOUR VALUES, THE THINGS YOU FIND IMPORTANT IN HOW YOU LIVE AND WORK?


Examples can include accountability, belonging, commitment, excellence, faith, health, perfection and security.


2


WHAT ARE YOUR INTERESTS?


Examples can include sports, current affairs, history, reading, cinema and cookery.


3


WHAT TYPE OF PERSONALITY DO YOU HAVE?


Are you an introvert or an extrovert? Do you prefer team sports or individual pursuits? Are you competitive or a perfectionist? Are you naturally organised or chaotic?


4


WHAT ARE YOUR SKILLS?


Examples can include listening, cooking, being organised, being creative, looking after people or working well in a team.


5


WHAT ARE YOUR MOTIVATORS?


Examples can include health, appearance, being able to do more, self-esteem, family, money and success.


6


NOW SET A GOAL THAT MOTIVATES YOU. WRITE IT DOWN.


7


MAKE AN ACTION PLAN AND STICK WITH IT.


We’ve all been in the position of aiming too high only to fall at the first hurdle, so choosing ten things to do might be difficult to manage. Instead, ask yourself what really matters to you and when you can do it. Consider what you can do this week or even today. If you focus on the short-term process, the long-term goal will look after itself. And remember, there are no dead ends, just re-directions.


MAKING A PLAN FOR YOUR LIFESTYLE


Whenever I give a talk I always ask the audience to open the calendars on their phones and look at how many activities they have included for themselves in a week. Most people will say none. One of the most effective tools for cultivating a better mindset and lifestyle for me has been making a weekly plan, including some ‘me-time’. Routine was always important to me while training. When I retired, I struggled to find that same sense of direction: I would wake and go to sleep at different times every day; I was always fatigued and as a result made poor food and lifestyle choices. I soon realised I need to create my own routine.


Waking and going to sleep at the same time each day is paramount – this sets my body clock for the day and cultivates equilibrium. Every Friday, I take a half-hour to plan the following week and I include everything in that plan; from the times I get up and go to bed, to exercise, collecting my son Oscar from crèche and mealtimes.


Start with the non-negotiables – those events that don’t get sacrificed for anything. For me, it’s my run. Next, factor in everyone in your life who relies on you for something: kids, spouse, friends or parents. Everything goes into the plan: your work life, your partner’s work life, meetings, dropping and collecting kids from school, shopping, meeting friends and activities scheduled over the weekend. Factoring in what I call the ‘big rocks’ first was instrumental in my recovery. In other words, make a list of the most important things and do them first: the tough phone call, the meeting you’ve been avoiding, the spin class you’ve missed – whatever the ‘rock’ you face, it’ll be much harder to accomplish later in the day.


THE POWER OF HABIT


While it can be easy to start something new and to get into the habit of doing it, the difficulty is making it consistent. A study by Phillippa Lally, a health psychology researcher at University College London, examined the habits of 96 people over a 12-week period. She discovered that it took on average 66 days for a new behaviour to become automatic – an important fact to remember when we’re embarking on any new regimes. She also found that ‘missing one opportunity to perform the behaviour did not materially affect the habit formation process.’ In other words, building habits is not an all-or-nothing process and allows for deviation. We’re allowed to mess up now and again. This was important to me when starting to reclaim a healthier lifestyle.


Guilt is a powerful and wasted emotion; it serves no purpose. If you don’t get out for your run or you end up eating that bar of chocolate, forgive yourself, give yourself permission to make mistakes and develop better strategies for getting back on track. The important thing is you’re committed to the process and not the quick fix.


Forming habits take time but there is great freedom in understanding that habits can change – we are not slaves to the bad ones; we have the ability to remake them. And one way behaviour can become habitual is through repetition.


This is where your plan comes in, using it to incorporate the three Rs of habit formation – Reminder, Routine and Reward – to form positive behaviour and actions.


R


REMINDER


THE TRIGGER THAT STARTS THE HABIT (E.G. SET AN ALARM TO GO FOR A WALK, OR A NOTE OR AN OBJECT LEFT SOMEWHERE TO JOG YOUR MEMORY).


R


ROUTINE


THE ACTION OR HABIT YOU TAKE (E.G. GOING FOR A WALK).


R


REWARD


IF THE REWARD IS POSITIVE YOU’LL HAVE A DESIRE TO REPEAT THE ACTION AND EVENTUALLY THE REPETITION WILL FORM A NEW HABIT (E.G. A WALK CAN BOOST MOOD, REFRESH AND REFOCUS).


YOU CAN’T EAT AN ELEPHANT IN ONE BITE


It’s easy to fall into the trap of wanting to make huge changes in your life but I’ve been there and can tell you that it’s unsustainable and can leave you feeling worse than when you started. As the saying goes: ‘You can’t eat an elephant in one bite.’ Start small and make it so easy you can’t say no. Decide what you want this new habit to be and then ask yourself, ‘What can I do to make this habit so easy that I can’t say no?’ In the beginning it’s not about how well you do something, it’s about starting and having realistic intentions. Once the behaviour becomes consistent, you can build up to the level you want to achieve.


REMEMBER TO ENJOY IT!


Sixty-six days is a long time to do something you don’t enjoy and you’re more likely to fail in the first week if you dislike the activity. If you really enjoy eating food, then cutting back or cutting out certain foods will probably be difficult for you. Instead, it might help to think of how and when you eat food. Is it late at night? Is it around a table or in front of the TV? Perhaps you can start changing those aspects. If you don’t like spinning but enjoy group classes, investigate other classes at your local gym. If you hate the gym, the local park might be the place to start. You don’t have to run a 10K tomorrow if you sign up for one in six months; the point is to commit and show up, even if you only run for five minutes initially.
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