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FOREWORD



I consider myself incredibly fortunate. I get to make my living working for a wonderful company (ESPN), with people I really enjoy, covering my two favorite sports. Don’t get me wrong: I respect and appreciate all sports, but I love college football and basketball.


So needless to say, I am beyond grateful.


As I reflect on my journey, it’s been quite a ride! I started an internship with the CBS affiliate in Tuscaloosa while still a student at the University of Alabama. At the conclusion of a nine-week internship, they hired me as a reporter, giving me valuable on-air experience. After graduation, I worked on my craft during stints in Columbus, Georgia, and Flint, Michigan, before finally making it to ESPN in 1995.


Actually, I started on ESPN2, which was relatively new at the time. I was host of a show called SportsSmash. Show probably isn’t the right word. It was an update segment within shows, but it helped me establish myself at ESPN. After getting in plenty of reps (and there is no substitute for live reps), I got the opportunity of a lifetime and was put in the rotation to host SportsCenter.


This was a sports journalist’s dream, as I got to work alongside legendary sportscasters like Keith Olbermann, Chris Berman, and Dan Patrick. Stuart Scott and Scott Van Pelt were also rising stars who became transcendent hosts and set the standard for professional excellence.


After SportsCenter, I spent the next few years improving my craft on a variety of shows—from NASCAR to the NBA—before landing the lead studio host role for college football and college basketball. More than fifteen years of fifteen-hour days at the command center of college football Saturdays thoroughly prepared me for my current role as the host of College GameDay, which, in my judgment, is the best job in television.


What did those experiences teach me?


When you are first starting out and trying to climb the ladder, looking for that next step can feel daunting and overwhelming. It’s easy to get consumed by what’s next and constantly search for what else is out there.


But you should never compromise the job you have pursuing the job you want. Your #1 priority should be to do the absolute best job you can in the moment, wherever you are.


You should work to be genuine and authentic, never veer from your core values, and always stay true to who you are. Know what you do well and find ways to double down on your strengths.


Doing so is a surefire way to set yourself apart, open doors, and create new opportunities.


For me, I’ve always stayed focused on being reliable, being consistent, and being prepared. Before every show, I repeat these words to myself: poise, presence, personality, preparation. Those are things I control.


My current role on GameDay requires a variety of skills. Skills I’ve worked hard to develop over time, and skills I continue refining to this day.


I have to be informed and prepared and have the ability to think and react quickly. I have to know my stuff and be able to improvise and go off the cuff. We don’t use a teleprompter on College GameDay. We didn’t use one for the college football and basketball studio shows. I thoroughly prepare what I want to say. It’s just not completely scripted. You have to be able to react to what your analyst says or something that happens in the crowd.


I have to maintain high levels of energy and enthusiasm. I have to prioritize my self-care and make sure my mental, physical, and emotional buckets are full.


I also have to quickly move on after a mistake. When you do live television, things are going to go wrong. You are going to make mistakes. It’s inevitable. The key is staying composed, staying humble, and staying confident. That’s where poise and presence in my “four Ps” come in.


I can’t get distracted or consumed with negativity or criticism. I must continue to believe in myself, put in the work, and run my own race. Everything else will take care of itself.


I’ve been in this business for over thirty years and I’ve observed firsthand how to sustain high performance from brilliant colleagues like Jay Bilas and Kirk Herbstreit; from Hall of Fame coaches like Nick Saban, Mike Krzyzewski, and John Calipari; and from pop culture icons like Matthew McConaughey and Keegan-Michael Key.


In a similar fashion, I’ve had a chance to spend time with Alan on the GameDay sets for Duke basketball and Penn State football and really respect and appreciate his perspective on how to not only Raise Your Game but how to sustain it as well.


Regardless of your experience or vocation, I’m confident you’ll benefit from Alan’s stories and strategies on managing stress, avoiding stagnation, and beating burnout.


I congratulate you on investing in this book and wish you well in your pursuit of sustaining excellence, optimizing performance, and living a truly fulfilled life.


Rece Davis


Host of ESPN College GameDay















INTRODUCTION



Though it’s been years since I’ve worked directly with athletes, I still consider myself a coach. And though my primary area of focus is no longer in sports, I still teach the principles, lessons, and strategies that apply to the court and the field. Sports are elemental. They’re about performing in pressure moments, managing your emotions through adversity, communicating with others toward a collective goal, and staying disciplined when others don’t. I think of these as fundamentals, and no matter your domain, your ability to do them will distinguish you from everyone else—even those who may have more opportunity, natural talent, or intelligence. I’ve never believed that what you have is most important, but rather what you do with what you have. That’s what matters most.


The highest performers in all walks of life have taken full ownership of themselves, their work, and their choices. They got to where they are—and have stayed there—because they have chosen to establish, refine, and repeat the habits that serve them best. These men and women understand that you can’t be selective when it comes to excellence: how we do anything is how we do everything.


I’ve worked with the likes of NBA stars Kevin Durant and Victor Oladipo when they were young and watched superstars like Kobe Bryant and Steph Curry in their private routines. I’ve sat across from Mark Cuban and Jesse Itzler as they talked about how they built their empires and interviewed Jay Bilas and Jay Williams about how mental toughness creates success. In sports or business or anything else, the best aren’t the best by accident, genetics, or good fortune. They are at the top because of their commitment to the fundamentals. True superstars never get bored with the basics, and they never underestimate their importance. My primary job is to inspire, guide, and coach people on the fundamental building blocks of high performance (both individually and organizationally). I think of my role as one who works to inspire, motivate, and instruct people in the ways of the basics.


“Nobody wins all the time,” mental performance coach Brian Levenson told me. Levenson works in both business and athletics, recognizing the natural bridge that exists between the two. “And I think it’s one of the values in sports. The value of learning that losing is possible.”


I agree 100 percent. Losing, failure, and obstacles are real and there’s not a sport in the world that doesn’t have those ideas baked in. A game literally doesn’t make sense without them. Pro athletes, even successful ones, lose. Sometimes constantly. Athletes are also well versed in making mistakes—dropping passes, missing shots, and stepping out of bounds. There’s a reason our everyday language has absorbed the terms from sports to mean errors: fumble, strikeout, choke.


For athletes, the failure and the requisite feedback are constant. If they don’t absorb and make use of that feedback, they won’t be playing very long. Because of this, sports are a wonderful way to study improvement, success, and adaptation. Jerry Seinfeld, one of the all-time great comedians, once said, “If you could take your experiences and ask to trade them in, the last ones I would trade would be the failures. Those are the most valuable ones.” He’s not the best in spite of those failures. He’s the best because of them. And he’s the best because he knows this.


This work is my calling. I am passionate about serving, impacting, influencing, and connecting with people. Experience has taught me that success is a choice, and I want to inspire and empower people and organizations to make that choice. I’ve turned a successful basketball performance coaching career into a professional speaking business. Now, major companies from all over the world hire me to teach, train, and consult on effective leadership, performance, and teamwork.


My time as a coach with top high school players led me to opportunities with pros, so I’ve seen both sides of the coin—what it takes to get there and what it takes to remain there. My last book, Raise Your Game, was all about bringing your A game to your job, your relationships, and your life. But that is really only half the battle. Keeping it up is even harder. The commitment to raising your game—in any area of life—is no easy feat. But the commitment to sustaining your game is even more challenging. An athlete has to execute—on the play, for the season, and for a career. In business, publishing, or whatever your field, succeeding along these three timelines is equally important: the moment (short term), the stretch (medium term), and the long haul (long term).


Sustain Your Game is about succeeding in all three, looking at the particular challenges of all three timelines:




• In the moment, we have to battle stress.


• In the stretch, we have to fight stagnation.


• In the long haul, we have to beat burnout.





This book is for high performers who want to learn practical strategies and actionable tools for how to sustain their game across all three timelines. It will distill advice and lessons from successful athletes, entrepreneurs, social scientists, journalists, CEOs, motivational speakers, business coaches, and consultants, as well as my own personal stories.


Succeeding along each of the three timelines requires discipline. And discipline is doing what you said you would do long after the mood you said it in has faded. Most people refer to me as a motivational speaker, but that’s not really what I do. I’m there to stimulate change. I’m there to encourage, empower, and guide the audience to think, feel, and act differently. To change their perspective and to change their behavior. I believe in motivation, but I never confuse it with discipline. I meditate every day whether I’m motivated or not. I make my bed whether I’m motivated or not. I don’t always want to get up early, work out, travel for work, but I do it with or without the motivation. I do it because I’m disciplined.


Discipline has a negative connotation and is often associated with punishment. But I think of discipline as the opposite: it is the foundation of freedom. Do what’s hard now so things get easier later. Mental coach and entrepreneur Todd Herman told me that “most people want the noun without the verb,” which is a great way to put it: they want the result without doing what it takes to get there. It’s a common misconception that you need to be motivated before you act, when oftentimes we have it backward: acting first will end up motivating you.


My goal is not perfection; it’s progress. Am I closer to where I want to be than I was yesterday? That’s my measurement.


When I was young, I got advice that I have carried with me to this day: Find something you love to do, find something you’re good at, and find where those two intersect. That’s your strength zone, and the more you can stay there, the more you can engage with that space, the more fulfilled you will be. As you grow, continue to be self-aware and reflect on what has changed because that point of intersection is going to move.


Sustain Your Game will give you the tools to perform your best in your arena, wherever that may be. It will help you manage stress, wherever it shows up; fend off stagnation, however it presents itself; and beat burnout, whenever it rears its head.


I am not speaking from a place of mastery. Like everyone else, I am under construction, a work in progress. Coming off a successful first book, I understand the challenge of continuing to perform at a high level and navigating the obstacles along the way. In essence, this book is a manifestation of the very thing I am writing about, a perfect marriage of author and subject, form and content. I am sustaining my game by helping others sustain theirs.


Thank you for joining me on the ride.


How This Book Is Organized


The goal of my first book, Raise Your Game, was to help readers achieve high performance in whatever they do. The goal of Sustain Your Game is to get them thinking about the next step: remaining there. The book is organized along a timeline of short term to medium term to long term because we are always battling all three: stress in the now, stagnation in the present, and burnout in the long term. I think of stress as a “too much” problem, stagnation as a “too little” problem, and burnout as a combination: “too much of too little.” Since I believe that an easily decipherable structure is the best way to retain knowledge, I’ve designed this book into three parallel sections:


Part I—PERFORM is about managing stress in the day-to-day (short term)


Part II—PIVOT is about avoiding stagnation in your current situation (medium term)


Part III—PREVAIL is about beating burnout and making a lasting impact (long term)















PART I



PERFORM—Managing Stress


I can’t think of a single person in my life who isn’t at least partly stressed. And I’m not the only one.


Stress is a reality for three out of four Americans, and one of the main culprits is the workplace. Whether the stress comes from our boss, our colleagues, our own expectations, or just the rigors of the job, the feeling tends to be the same: we have too much on our plate and we can’t handle it. If you feel this way, take heart: you are not alone.


We are all working longer hours, and work is seeping into a larger portion of our lives: holidays, weekends, vacations, first thing in the morning, last thing at night. “An office used to be a thing you went to for a certain number of hours a day,” noted a 2020 Atlantic article about work stress. “Now, work is an entire plane of existence.”


An office was once a place, and now it’s a state of mind. Worse, we’re spending more and more time there because we carry it with us. We can’t pack up and leave work behind for the day as easily as our grandparents once left their offices. We now pack up our office itself, bring it home, into our beds and our relationships, to our kids’ soccer games, to family dinner, and to nights out with friends.


Those in the workplace with a college degree “spend 10 percent more time working now than they did in 1980,” which was not a lax period for the workforce. The total effect of all these work hours has been brutal on the individual. And it’s not just what we think of as high-stress jobs like ER doctors and police officers. It’s everyone’s job. Two out of three American workers suffer sleep problems due to work-related stress. And this disrupted sleep ends up spiking the very stress that causes it, setting us up in a cycle that’s tough to break.


Of course, the workplace is only one arena where stress rears its ugly head. In the twenty-first century, stress seems to have spread to all corners of our lives. Who knew that having a Wi-Fi–connected smartphone in our pocket with the ability to know every fact in the world and access to everyone we ever met could have a downside?


Just kidding.


All this stress is unnatural, as in not what nature intended. Our minds and bodies can’t handle it. “We’re simply not designed to flee from predators for 10 hours a day with no breaks,” a recent Experience Life article explained. “But that is essentially what we do.” We once needed our stress reflexes to avoid predators out on the savannah and we evolved to survive those types of situations. Now, though those moments are unlikely, our body still reacts as if bison are lurking around the corner. (Evolution is slow!) Stress once arose out of a biological need; it was a threat response that meant life or death. Though the modern world has gotten rid of many of these bodily threats, we are still walking around with brains that act as though they’re still everywhere.


“Stress is defined as a reaction to environmental changes or forces that exceed an individual’s resources,” psychologist and author Melanie Greenberg writes. That’s important: Stress is a response, the feeling of the world imposing itself on us. Notice I said “feeling.” That’s because—news flash—the world is not actually imposing itself on us. The world is just going about doing its spinning. So stress is not about a hard reality that you are experiencing, but rather your perception of that reality.


Once we accept that to be true, that stress is a response, then our next step is to embrace the obvious flip side: there are things we can do about it.


That idea is empowering. I used to get stressed out by all kinds of things: being stuck in traffic, before a game or big presentation, in the lead-up to a tough conversation. I was constantly on edge and rarely felt at ease. But I’ve worked hard to lower my stress response. I’ve conditioned myself to effectively manage that response. No longer am I being driven by that uncomfortable feeling that I can’t handle what’s coming. I’ve developed the tools to take control.
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Everyone in your life and office is expecting you to be your best self, and stress is the daily enemy that gets in your way. But what are you doing to combat it? Well, first ask yourself this: What are you doing to invite it?


Stress is a choice. I know what you’re thinking: Who the hell is this guy anyway? Telling me I’m choosing to have to do five things before I can leave the office, and my boss is now asking for x and my wife needs me to do y, while my kids beg for z?


Trust me: Stress has to pass through our brains first. The event is not the stress. Our reaction to the event is the stress. The events themselves are inherently neutral. They simply take on the meaning, feeling, and emotion we assign to them. If you take nothing else from this section, remember that. Your mind is the ingredient that makes stress what it is. Stress doesn’t exist independently outside of us.


In my first book, Raise Your Game, I emphasized a phrase that I try to live by: control the controllables—whether it’s on the basketball court or in the office. The key is to work on your own effort and attitude, which is all you can really do anyway. Your day is going to be filled with things beyond your control, but your response is 100 percent your choice. You may not always have control of your situation or circumstances (in fact, you rarely do), but you always have control of how you respond. Choose responses that empower you, move you forward, and improve your situation. It’s that simple. And that hard. So stress comes from inside of us, and with this knowledge and understanding we can take action against it.















CHAPTER ONE



Focus


When Diane Van Deren was in her twenties, the epilepsy that she experienced as a child came back with a vengeance. Though she tried various treatments and interventions, she found only one thing stopped the seizures: running. She would leave her sneakers by the front door and whenever she felt an aura (the sense that a seizure was coming on), she’d lace up her shoes and take off for a long-distance run through the national park near her house.


At thirty-seven Diane had brain surgery to remove “a golf ball–size portion of her brain,” which left her entirely seizure-free. However, it came with a strange side effect: she no longer has any short-term memory. It causes struggles in her daily life, and it makes it difficult for her to follow trails, but there’s an upside. In distance running, where obstacles are both physiological and psychological, having no short-term memory is a gift. It’s better than big lungs or strong calves. Because she is always focused on the present moment, Diane is never dragged down by thoughts about where she is, how far she’s come, or where she’s going. She can run farther and longer than anyone else.


Diane can’t “keep track of where she is on a course, she doesn’t focus on the challenge ahead of her,” writes Alex Hutchinson in Endure. “She has no choice but to focus on the immediate task of forward motion, taking one more step, and then another.” Though I can’t assume Diane’s regular life is very easy, I imagine her lack of memory is an asset in the long-distance running world, where she has excelled. She has a superpower that very few have: she is always focused on the present moment.


Be where your feet are. It’s so simple yet increasingly difficult in our modern world. We must learn from the past and plan for the future, but true presence, living in the here and now, is the first step to reducing stress in your life. This is becoming increasingly more challenging given the constant bombardment of distractions we face nearly every moment of every day.


Focus is the first chapter here because if I had to pick one fundamental strategy to help manage stress, it’s live in the present moment. Even if the present moment is stressful, (a) you’ll be able to handle it better when you focus on it, and (b) there’s only so much stress one present moment can offer. Stop getting upset over events from your past and getting anxious about a future that hasn’t happened yet (and may not happen at all). That’s time travel and it actually increases stress.


Stay where you can have an impact: right now.


Eye on the Ball


In an article about NBA legend Kobe Bryant, psychologist Benjamin Hardy singled out one thing as Kobe’s strongest trait. It wasn’t his shooting, jumping ability, or agility on the floor. It was his short memory. Kobe’s superhuman focus, his ability to wipe the mental slate clean, truly stood out for Hardy, who has made studying such things his life’s work. Like Diane Van Deren, Kobe was not weighed down by what was and, because of that, what might be. On the basketball court, where possessions often last less than twenty seconds, that gave him an edge.


Some call it having a whiteboard memory, one you can quickly erase. “The less you hold on to mistakes or painful experiences, the better you’re able to adapt to what the situation requires and perform in order to achieve your goals,” Hardy writes. “What happened in the past doesn’t impact the next thing you do, or stop you from being entirely present at this moment.” A basketball player has to be able to block out the failures, the missed shots, and the blown plays or the game will get away from him.1 The action is simply too quick, and even the best players are going to regularly make mistakes and miss shots. That’s just the game. Coach Mike Jones, whom I worked with at DeMatha Catholic High School, a powerhouse that has produced a long line of NBA stars, used to lean into this strategy as well. One of his favorite things to yell, especially after a turnover or missed shot, was, “Next play!” It was a shorthand that his players understood. It meant: move on.




Coach Jones made dealing with what’s in front of you a consistent approach. In the locker room after one practice, Coach Jones handed out a printed copy of the game schedule to the players. The very next game was against the last place team in the conference, an easy win as far as the players were concerned. But three games after that was a showdown with Gonzaga, DeMatha’s rival, which would be broadcast on ESPN. Jones asked the team, “What is the most important game left on our schedule?”


Most quickly shouted, “Gonzaga!”


“No,” he calmly corrected them. “The next game is always the most important game on our schedule. It’s the one right in front of us.”


The thing in front is always the most important. If that’s your colleague’s presentation or your child’s baseball game, then that’s where your focus should be. Attempting to solve A while staring at B and thinking about C is a guarantee that you’ll do all three poorly. It’s the perfect recipe for unnecessary stress.


Processing our past and planning our future are crucial, but neither mean a thing if you are not handling the moment. Strike a balance between what you need to know and what can wait. If your attention is tipping too far into the past or future, then you are failing the moment. And the moment will fail you.


Athlete’s Mind


One of my favorite demonstrations of the “next play” philosophy was from New England Patriots head coach and eight-time Super Bowl champ Bill Belichick. A journalist once asked Belichick, “With all that you have accomplished in your career, what are some of the things left that you still want to accomplish?”


His answer? “I’d like to go out and have a good practice today. That would be at the top of the list right now.” Belichick has a reputation for being prickly with reporters, but he isn’t being coy here. He was answering the question literally but honestly: his mind was focused on the thing in front of him, the one he had a chance to control. It wasn’t even the upcoming game. It was that day’s practice. That’s why he has been such a consistently high performer for decades.


Athletes and coaches are a particularly useful group to look at in terms of focus because it is a necessity in their line of work. Even a good season will be filled with a mix of wins and losses, sometimes on back-to-back days. If any one game matters too much, the stress would overload them. Picture the conveyor belt at the factory, with workers moving at the steady speed, never too slow or too fast. That’s the ideal athletic mind.


University of South Carolina basketball coach Dawn Staley knows the effects that dwelling on the past can have on performance. This is especially true for younger minds, and even more so with those with high standards, like Division I basketball players. In response, Coach Staley has implemented a “24-hour rule” with her team. She tells her players: “You got 24 hours to bask in your victory or you got 24 hours to agonize over your defeat. And then we put one foot in front of the other and we keep moving.”
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Staley was influenced by her own experience as a UVA player. In the 1991 national championship game, Staley missed a game-deciding layup, a devastating moment that she watched and rewatched and perseverated about over and over. When she became a coach, and she saw her players’ competitive drive was causing losses to overwhelm them, she instituted the 24-hour rule. She knows from experience how detrimental living in the past can be. Time moves one way. You can either operate in harmony with this idea, or in conflict. Those are your choices.


Be Where You Are


Author and spiritual teacher Eckhart Tolle, born in Germany, educated in London, is a slight and unassuming man. In his late twenties, and suffering from depression, Tolle was struck by a revelation. In his lowest moment, a thought came into his mind: “I can’t live with myself any longer.” But after he said it, he stopped. Tolle realized something: What does that even mean? How can I separate from myself?


Tolle realized that if one self couldn’t live with the other, then that meant there must be two selves! Well then, which was the real him? (Will the real Slim Tolle please stand up?2)




Tolle spent his life trying to answer that question and, in discovering the answer, has taught millions of others how to handle their own stress, dissatisfaction, and depression. His solution to the two selves problem is that there is always the you who is living and the you who is watching that you. And that observing you, the one who runs our internal dialogue, is the source of our stress and anxiety.


Tolle defines stress as the desire to be somewhere and somewhen else. In order to lessen stress, we need to get out of the past (“memory”) and the future (“anticipation”) and stay in the now. Your body can only be in one place, so your mind and spirit need to be there, too. When all three are unified, you are fully present. “When you’re really in the body there’s not much thinking anymore,” Tolle has said. When you’re in the present, the two selves become one.


When we’re worried about something that has happened or anxious about something that will happen, our stress has so much to feed on. It can be never-ending. So how do we stop it? Acceptance. “The pain that you create now is always some form of nonacceptance,” Tolle writes, “some form of unconscious resistance to what is.” Be where you are because you have no other choice.


This is what you’re doing, so do it.


When our energy is hovering away from the here and now, we’re unsettled. That’s why people who take things as they come are called grounded; they stay where they’re standing.


Fear comes from the past, anxiety from the future. The here and now is controllable.


Tolle teaches that we should “always say ‘yes’ to the present moment: What could be more futile, more insane, than to create inner resistance to what already is?” It’s not like you can successfully say no to the present moment, but when you try to do so, you’re opening your arms wide to all types of stress.


Sitting in Traffic


The key strategies to managing stress are really not complicated. They may be difficult, but that’s because of our own habits and assumptions. Understanding the fundamentals is quite easy. I am a creature of the basics: that was true for me in basketball, and it remains true in speaking and in my personal life.


If you can control it, change it. It you can’t control it, let it go.


Sitting in traffic is the epitome of this idea. If you’re like most people, it’s safe to say that your blood simmers when you’re stuck behind other cars with nowhere to go. This makes almost everyone crazy, and it’s strange because there’s not a single thing we can do about it. A German study even found that sitting in traffic “more than triples your chances of suffering a heart attack over the following hour.” Now, if stress is the feeling that your resources are overloading, this doesn’t make any sense. You don’t have to do anything when you sit in traffic. There are no choices to compare, or decisions to make: there is not a single thing you can do about the situation. You are literally sitting still, surrounded by others sitting still.


In The Art of Taking It Easy, Dr. Brian King uses traffic to stand in for all the things in our lives that we can’t control but that still stress us out. “The traffic was real,” King explains, “but it was your own beliefs, values and expectations that made the situation into one that you found stressful.” He refers to all things worth worrying about as “bears” and all the rest of the little annoyances as “traffic.”


As I mentioned earlier, we’re not being hunted by lions anymore, but our bodies still tend to act like we are. So managing stress is about knowing which are the bears and which is the traffic. I’m sure you know the answer. “The vast majority of the stress we experience is self-induced,” King argues, meaning we regularly react to things like traffic as though they are bears. If we’re to take an honest look at what we’re facing, it’s mostly traffic. And if you accept that, you’ll be better equipped when the bears do show up.


Shrink Your Window


As a professional speaker who has to give each audience my full self, I live on my ability to focus. When thoughts of what was or what will be start to accumulate in my head, and the stress begins, I shrink my window. Onstage, I only have my audience and my content in mind. I block everything else out. It’s taken years of practice to reach this point, but it allows me to truly stay focused.


I do between sixty and seventy paid speaking gigs a year, and I can’t afford to lose focus. Many of these people are seeing me for the first and only time. So my career depends on giving each speech as though it’s the most significant one of my life. I need to behave like this is an important moment for me if I want it to translate as an important moment for them. My enthusiasm isn’t automatic, but it’s necessary. My focus is my lifeline. I know my material, make sure I have a connection with the audience, and keep eye contact with as many as possible. Every once in a while, mistakes happen. Maybe I stumble on words or forget to make a certain point. But as long as I’m in the present moment, I can resolve it easily and stay in the flow. And the audience rarely even notices.


Two-time gold medalist and US women’s soccer midfielder Lindsay Tarpley Snow told me that she focuses best by slicing up her larger goals into smaller ones, and then making sure everything is aligned. That way she can be in the moment while also keeping an eye on the big picture. “In order to make sure I can handle and manage things day to day I look at those short-term goals, things I want to accomplish,” she told me. “I make lists and know priority-wise what needs to be accomplished first and then I work my way down. For me that really helps me from feeling overwhelmed.” It’s the perfect middle ground between being so in the moment that we lose sight of our direction and being such a planner that we miss what’s in front of us. “It’s amazing how much you can accomplish by looking at it day to day, [using] short-term vision,” she told me, “which ultimately leads into your long-term goals.”


Settled Mind


Mental skills have become such an accepted part of sports that more than half of NBA teams have a coach specifically dedicated to this facet of the game. Paddy Steinfort, who works with Olympians and other professionals, helped Indiana Pacers guard T. J. McConnell with his pregame jitters. Steinfort taught McConnell a simple but powerful way to be where he is. His advice? During the National Anthem and lineup announcements, McConnell should just focus on reading the signs and banners hanging from the stadium rafters.


Seems simple, right? Almost silly? Well, it worked. “It kind of got me into this Zen,” McConnell said. It allowed him to reorient himself and get out of his head. This is where I am and this is what I’m doing. Is there a space in your home or workplace that you can turn into your “banners in the rafters?” Something that brings you back to where you are? For a week, when you get stressed or unable to focus, try putting your eyes there for thirty seconds and breathing. See if it brings you back.


Steinfort had similar advice for Rockies outfielder Kevin Pillar, who was having anxiety at the plate. Steinfort taught Pillar that when he stepped into the batter’s box, he should focus on the way his back foot stepped into the dirt of the batter’s box. Wherever his mind went, he should return to that visual and tactile cue to feel present. Feel that, focus on that, and everything else will snap into place.


Focus is a habit, and it takes work. You have to remind yourself to take each thing as it comes, to address what’s in front of you. This is how the best athletes on the planet manage a kind of pressure most of us can’t even conceive of.


Dr. Hendrie Weisinger and Dr. J. P. Pawliw-Fry are the authors of Performance Under Pressure, a book all about stress in the moment. Pressure is essentially a form of stress in which the outcome of an event, and the importance you bring to it, risks throwing you off your game. In order to manage this, high performers learn to downplay the importance of the pressure moment.


Athletes tend to do this automatically: they never act like any game is more important than any other. In pregame or postgame interviews, they rely on mostly stock answers about taking it “one game at a time.” Sportswriters may get annoyed, but the players are not trying to be dull or repetitive. In order to execute at a high level, that’s all they allow themselves to think. They are locked in, focused on what matters. It doesn’t behoove them to think in terms of larger context or outside distractions, so they don’t do it. If you had to play a hundred games a season, each watched by millions and dissected into pieces, you’d train yourself to think and talk this way, too. Think about ways that you can take this mindset into your own workplace. What aspects of your job throw you off your focus? How can you get it back? How can you shrink your window?


Peak


Weisinger and Pawliw-Fry studied twelve thousand people over ten years and found that no one is immune to the effects of pressure. It’s simply not possible. Those who succeed in high-stress situations—like performing artists and athletes—have just trained themselves to be less affected by it. In pressure situations, they are better than others at performing as they normally would. Elite athletes like Serena Williams, LeBron James, and Tom Brady feel pressure just as we all do. But they have learned how to manage the feeling of pressure and their response to it.


Michael Jordan had twenty-five game winners in his career, twenty-four of which came with less than ten seconds on the clock. The only other player in the conversation as the GOAT, LeBron James, leads in a similar statistic. LeBron also leads all NBA players in game tying or go-ahead shots in the final possession. These players’ almost supernatural ability to sink difficult shots with all eyes on them comes from the way they have adapted to the pressure. Watch videos of Jordan’s and LeBron’s game winners and you can see it in their approach coming out after the timeout, in their face as they catch the ball, in their movements as they release: they are assured. As much as they can, they are going to treat it like just another shot. That’s why it goes in.


Adam Vinatieri is one of the all-time great NFL kickers, a position with little glory and tons of pressure. “We’re on an island,” he told an interviewer. “Everyone is watching us. It’s not like some play where only the coaches who can see the film can tell who screwed up. The difference between kickers is, can you do it when the lights are on?” With the lights on. Exactly—that’s all that really matters in their world. And it’s why focus has to be their bread and butter.


The Big Mo


Besides helping us manage stress, a commitment to focus also helps to generate momentum. When you are constantly zeroing in on the one, present thing, you are continually getting things done. This creates a cycling momentum that helps us stay positive about the long haul.


For instance, the book you are reading may not be done for another twelve months, but I am winding down the first chapter, which gives me something to celebrate. A small victory. If I only thought about completing the book, and never focused on literally what was in front of me, I would have nothing to celebrate and no momentum. I try not to think of myself as writing a book: I am writing fifteen linked chapters that will function as a whole. And I do that by writing one paragraph, one sentence, and one word at a time.


You don’t have to wait for those victories—promotion, end of the year, finished project. You can create them yourself. When we take note of something we’ve done that we feel good about, we actively trigger a release of dopamine in our brains, “a chemical that elevates your mood and gives you a feeling of greater confidence. That will get you to the ‘unflappable’ stage much faster than trying to deal with all aspects of a situation at once.” Chop up your current work into little victories, give yourself a way to briefly acknowledge them, and see if that doesn’t help rev you up for the next thing.




Focus is about changing your perspective to the immediate: You, The Here, The Now.




1. Focus on you—the what


2. Focus on here—the where


3. Focus on now—the when








Steady Mind, Steady Hands


Performing well in a pressure situation is not about ignoring or blocking out the pressure. It’s about not letting the pressure dictate what you do and how you do it. Science writer Taylor Clark studied high-pressure jobs like hostage negotiators, air traffic controllers, and surgeons for his book Nerve. What he found was that high-pressure achievers don’t block out pressure. They just don’t allow themselves to be dictated by it.


As proof, Clark points to one of the highest pressure moments of the twentieth century: Neil Armstrong on July 20, 1969. Flying the lunar module before landing, “the Eagle’s instruments showed that [Armstrong’s] heart was thumping out of his chest,” yet he spoke in a calm, relaxed voice to the world that was listening. He betrayed no evidence of the stress we biologically know he was feeling. It’s not that Armstrong didn’t feel the stress. He just didn’t react to it.


We all feel stress relative to our current situation. Studies have shown that actors on opening night feel as stressed as car accident victims. Meanwhile, competitive ballroom dancers feel as stressed as skydivers jumping out of a plane with a parachute.3 It’s not really the content of your action; it’s the emotions you bring to it. That’s why controlling our reactions is so important.




Focus allows us to outperform the competition because it gives us the ability to notice what others don’t. Think about quarterbacks at the line of scrimmage. Every NFL quarterback gets the same amount of time before the football is snapped into their hands to start the play: forty seconds. But not all forty-second periods are treated equally. Those who are focused get the most out of that time. Michael Vick once described the seconds before the snap as a chaotic checklist of things he’s paying attention to. But once the snap comes, “everything just stops. My mind slows down. I go deaf. Everyone is moving in slow motion, when they’re really moving 100 miles an hour. It’s only 3 seconds but it feels like a minute and then you make a throw. And next thing you know the sound comes back in and everything is back to normal.”


Vick’s forty seconds is not the same as yours and mine is, as he can “extract more information” out of those forty seconds. Think of Neo dodging bullets in The Matrix by seeing them in slow motion. He doesn’t have the power to literally slow them down; they just feel slower to him because of how his mind is trained.


All In


I used to roll my eyes when someone would suggest meditation to me. Sitting alone in the quiet with nothing but my breath and thoughts? Hard pass. I have too much to do! But that all changed for me in the summer of 2017. Entrepreneur Jesse Itzler invited me to his home in Connecticut to speak at a retreat he was hosting called the Live Life for a Living retreat. Jesse had invited an eclectic group of remarkable human beings to spend a few days together connecting and learning ways to optimize performance and cultivate fulfillment.


On the first night, Bob Roth, an affable grey-haired gentleman with a wide smile, led a session on meditation. Bob is one of the most experienced and sought-after meditation teachers in the country, having taught it to thousands of students over a forty-year career. His book Transcendental Meditation has been translated into over twenty languages, and he directs the Center for Leadership Performance in New York.


Though my natural resistance was up, Roth explained that a meditation practice should feel natural and effortless, nothing that would require any change in lifestyle. It is not something to believe in, he explained, it’s something you do, like breathing. Meditation is not about controlling your thoughts, but rather about being aware of them and learning to let them flow.


After our session, Roth recommended to newcomers an app called Headspace. The next morning, I downloaded it and did my first ten-minute session. For three years straight, a short but impactful guided meditation is the second thing I do every single morning of my life (after making my bed). In fact, as I type this sentence, I’ve only missed ONE day in four years.4 Daily meditation has drastically improved my mindfulness, my awareness, and my focus. It’s heightened my ability to be calm and grounded.




None of that happened overnight. It came from the cumulative effect of prioritizing and valuing my meditation practice. My mindfulness and poise are sharper than they’ve ever been. I no longer get rattled, frazzled, or knocked off center. And it didn’t require that I believe in anything except the value of stillness.


The science has been around for a while, and the culture is starting to catch up: mindfulness sessions are everywhere—the gym, the office, prisons, hospitals, and classrooms. People are finally coming around to the power of sitting, breathing, and just being. We are all so overscheduled and busy that we are naturally resistant to not doing anything for ten minutes. But those ten minutes can be life-changing if we meditate regularly and with deep focus. Those who meditate don’t have more control over what happens to them, but they do have “much better control over how they respond.” Remember: control the controllables.


Accepting Growth


Years ago I worked as a performance coach at the NBPA Top 100 Camp. The camp, run by former NBA players, was designed to teach the top high school prospects everything they needed to be a pro, on and off the court. Mental skills coach Graham Betchart addressed the athletes on his concept of playing present in one of the most powerful talks I’ve ever seen. Hailed as “one of the NBA’s premier resources,” Betchart has worked with many NBA stars, including Ben Simmons and Karl-Anthony Towns, teams like the Utah Jazz, as well as banks and corporations. He is a distinctive and electric figure with a shaved head and an impressively bushy woodsman beard. Betchart wasn’t mystical or spiritual, but he got underneath things in a way that sports guys rarely do. Great players, he explained, let go of the play that just happened and never worry about what might happen; they simply focus on what is.


Betchart still calls himself a coach, a subtle reminder that focus requires practice, intention, and repetition. It’s as much a skill as dribbling. “Mental strength is like physical strength,” he told me, in that you have to keep working at it. You don’t work on your body and say: Okay, now I’m in shape, I can stop. If we step away, we lose ground and stall progress.


Betchart works with some of the most superb athletes in the world, those who know about physical sacrifice and hard work. However, some do not realize that the same discipline applies to the mental game. He teaches them to be where their feet are so those feet can do what they are trained to do. The goal, he told me, is to be less outcome based. There’s a point where the result is out of your control and you need to be okay with that. This acceptance opens the door to so much else while also lowering your stress.


Bang Bang


Stu Singer is a performance consultant for the Washington Wizards, the WNBA’s Washington Mystics, and various Division I basketball teams. When I interviewed him, he told me about how he prioritizes refocusing. Anyone can focus off the bat, he reasoned. The differentiator is to come back after you’ve been pulled away.


“Can we find that space just after we react to say hold on… and refocus.” He teaches his players that the situation does not dictate how you feel. You do. “Stress and anxiety live in the replay and the prequel,” Singer told me. Like Betchart, he also emphasizes being where your feet are. And Singer doesn’t mean this as a metaphor; he means it as a physical sensation. He reminds players to feel each foot hit the floor. Bang Bang. 


Feeling your feet is a strategy that “forces the brain to change its place of attention.” If you’re concentrating on the feeling of your feet on the floor, it is harder for your mind to wander to past failures and future outcomes. You can be instantaneously brought back to where you are—you can refocus on what you need to. Try it where you are sitting right now. Feel the soles of your feet against the floor, Bang Bang. If you find your mind wandering, try it again until it becomes a normal practice.


Invisible Tiger


In Hyperfocus, productivity expert Chris Bailey explains that focus actually requires meta-awareness, which means being aware of our awareness. “The more you notice what’s occupying your attentional space,” he writes, “the faster you can get back on track when your mind begins to wander, which it does a remarkable 47 percent of the time.” For those who work a traditional desk or computer job, Bailey notes, “on average, we work just forty seconds before we’re either interrupted or distracted.” Forty seconds! What can you get done in forty seconds? Very little.


Bailey says we should root out distractions in our workspace, especially the smartphone, which he calls “a productivity black hole that sits in your pocket.” Keep in mind that the average person checks his phone every six and a half minutes. Bailey challenges us to investigate why we do this. Meta-awareness is the process of noticing our habits and asking why. Why do we keep going to our phones? What are we resisting? Just by noticing how often you do it, you’ll automatically start to do it less. You’ll be conscious that you’re doing it, which is a start.


Jeremy Dean’s book Making Habits, Breaking Habits notes the average millennial checks his phone a staggering 153 times a day.5 Worse, phones are not just distractions when we’re using them. They’re distractions even when they’re just there. The presence of a phone in a room—whether it’s being used or not—affects the connection among those in a room. Our dependence on our phones has created a self-perpetuating cycle. We claim to look at our phone when we’re bored, but researchers found that it’s the constant looking at the phone that actually creates the very boredom we’re looking to relieve. We are not solving our boredom by pulling out our phones; we are introducing it!




It’s not just about the wasted time checking our phones or email; it’s also about the extra time it takes to get refocused, as “it can take over a minute to ‘recover’ from the interruption and carry on with the task you were previously carrying out.” Think about a work activity that often takes a few hours. Does it actually take a few hours? If you were to mark how much time you spent not doing it, what would you find?


To combat this, I’ve made significant changes around my phone use. Since the release of Raise Your Game, I’ve cut my screen time in half. How? I removed every app that wasn’t essential (including social media, which I only use on my laptop and check once per day at most), and I turned off all notifications. I also leave my phone in another room or in my car during meals or when I’m with my children. Its absence makes it easier to forget about it entirely.


Flow


The term “flow state” was coined and first studied by esteemed psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. Flow is the ability to “disappear” into an activity. It is a place where our nonessential thoughts vanish, time seems to stop, and a sense of pure joy floods through us. Those in the sports world know it as being “in the zone.” Human beings are actually the happiest overall while being fully immersed in a task. And when are we the most stressed? When we’re thinking about it and not doing it. Larry Bird once said his stress “was a persistent nausea that would not subside until he hit the pregame layup line.” Why did it stop then? Because that was the beginning of action.


Csikszentmihalyi first studied creative people to understand the idea of flow, a state which he describes as when “[the creative person] doesn’t have enough attention left over to monitor how his body feels, or his problems at home. He can’t feel even that he’s hungry or tired… existence is temporarily suspended.” The flow state is desirable, but like sleep, we can’t just snap into it. Flow requires the commitment and practice of focus, but also something else: time and energy, which is the subject of the next chapter.




Action Steps




• Write: Using a pen/pencil instead of a keyboard has been shown to help focus and performance. A study out of Princeton and UCLA found that “students who wrote out notes longhand retained more and had a better conceptual understanding of the material than students who typed notes on a keyboard.” Writing it down sends a signal to your brain that it is more important.


• Listen intently when people talk—even when they can’t see you (like on phone calls). When you spread your mind into two different places, it creates stress. Being elsewhere is not possible, and the effort is anxiety producing. Be where you are.


• De-Alert: Are you an ER doctor? Firefighter? If not, how often do you actually need to be “on call”? Rarely. Maybe never. Shut off your notifications or leave your phone elsewhere during times you need to dig in. Your phone adds stress and breaks focus.


• Schedule: Jeremy Dean recommends being a “scheduled checker” of your phone. (He suggests every forty-five minutes.) Choose times during the day to shut off your alerts and notifications. No one—not even your boss—gets a monopoly on your time.











Footnotes




1 Note: I use “him” in this book to refer to an individual person, but I never mean it in a gendered way. Everything in this book applies to everyone equally.




2 My coauthor and I had a lively debate about leaving this in. Guess who won?




3 Not their first time, but their second time.




4 A story for another time.




5 The average American checks his phone eighty times a day.
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