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365 Ways to Develop Mental Toughness




“If you’ve ever wished there was a book you could keep by your bedside, and every night you could read a few simple paragraphs that have the potential to change your life - then this is EXACTLY what you are looking for. Punchy, packed to the brim with insights and mental toughness tools, this book is everything you need to change the way you think about the life you’re living.”


Andrea McLean, Mindset Mentor, Sunday Times Bestselling Author and
Co-Founder of This Girl Is On Fire






“Thoroughly recommend this brilliant compilation of mental toughness tips. As a former hostage negotiator I understand how valuable these daily insights are, and how they will help everyone to manage the stress and pressure we all inevitably face in life.”


Kirk Kinnell, professional Negotiator and former Hostage Negotiator







“A terrific collection of tips, vignettes and tools which are really accessible. Designed to get people thinking about why mental toughness might be so important for them.”


Doug Strycharczyk, CEO, AQR International. Global thought leader for the
Mental Toughness concept







“A lifetime of wisdom wrapped into 365 pithy bites. Penny’s the undisputed go-to person when it comes to mental toughness. Only read this if you want to raise your game.”


Caspar Craven, Leadership and Teamwork Speaker, Ex CFO, Author and
Entrepreneur (who sailed the world with his family)







“Throughout my business and expedition career I have faced many challenging situations. Learning to deal with stress is a key part of navigating a busy life. I used to believe that mentally tough people were ‘special’ but have learned that they are not. They were not born with natural mental toughness or inner resilience – they developed it over years. This required them to improve their emotional control by working with tools and processes to enhance resilience and strengthen determination. They learned to accept that temporary setbacks will always happen and need to be dealt with. In this book Penny identifies the critical tools and processes needed to develop the resilience and mental toughness needed to carry on and be successful regardless of what the world throws at you. Read it and thrive!”


Kevin Gaskell, Business Leader, Author, Adventurer
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About the Author


Despite a relatively privileged start to life, Penny was an unhappy child. Her mother suffered very severely from manic-depression (or bipolar as its now known), drank heavily and chain smoked. She loved her father but was secretly scared of him. Her growing up years were confusing and unhappy.


As a child, Penny admits she was average at everything, and excelled at nothing. At age seven, being awarded for ‘Endeavour’ just about summed her up. It was her first experience of being celebrated for being ‘average’.


Penny didn’t fit in at school, or feel comfortable anywhere, even at home. Like many other teenagers, she sought attention by misbehaving, which, in its own way, was her inner strength and independence starting to form. As her schoolwork and attitude deteriorated, she ran away (aged 14) and never returned home. She lost touch with her father for the next 20 years.


Eventually, Penny lost control of her life and hit rock bottom. She stayed in homeless hostels, and sofa-surfed for several years. At her lowest point, she decided to borrow some money and have a go at her lifelong dream of driving rally cars. That first day at a rally school offered Penny an environment where she felt ‘at home’ for the first time.


Being around world class performers inspired her to excel and develop her mental toughness so she could succeed and win. She became obsessed with human performance because she desperately wanted to understand: ‘what makes a winner?’


After 12 years of working tirelessly to drive rally cars, against all the odds, she became the first and only woman in the world to drive for Ford in the World Rally Championship.


Penny went on to present many car programmes on television, train as a performance coach and become a leading authority on mental toughness as well as a master practitioner in cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT). She has climbed two of the world’s Seven Summits, fought in two boxing fights, run multiple marathons, and written three books on human performance.


Penny is a highly acclaimed international keynote speaker on mental toughness, and this book brings together 365 ways you too can develop your mental toughness.









Introduction


Take any person on the planet who has achieved success of any kind and you will see that they have mental toughness. It doesn’t matter whether they are athletes, scientists, entrepreneurs, politicians or parents, the fact is that anyone who has excelled at anything is mentally tough.


Achieving success is not easy. No one evades the minefield of setbacks, crisis, tragedy and challenge that is part of being alive. Life throws obstacles in your path daily, but your state of mind is the difference that can ensure your success.


Mentally tough people can manage the stress and pressure of life. They see challenges as opportunities. They persist no matter what. They pick themselves up and go again. They are confident, humble, feel in control and are 100 per cent committed to what they set out to achieve.


This may sound like mentally tough people are ‘special’. They are not. They were not born with mental toughness – they developed it over years, by deliberately practising and working on their resilience, determination, emotional control and focus… and you can do that, too. If you can manage the stress and pressure you face, you are more likely to live a happy, enjoyable and successful life. If you crumble under the strain of it all, then you will enjoy less fun, happiness and health.


This book is designed to give you a new idea every day, to help you develop your mental toughness. Practise them regularly and see the difference it makes. Keep applying them and you will be developing your mental toughness every single day. You will see that some tips are similar to others but with slight variations, and this is done purposefully to help you embrace and embed valuable concepts, ideas, themes and tasks.


And today is the very best day to start making those positive changes!








Chapter 1

What’s your why?





1     The story of the wolf and the crane

A wolf had a bone stuck in his throat. He hired a crane, for a large sum of money, to put her head in his throat and remove the bone. When the crane removed the bone, she demanded her reward. The wolf smiled and replied, ‘Surely you’ve been given enough reward by me not eating you?’

The Lesson: Don’t expect a reward when serving the wicked. If you help someone, do it out of the kindness of your heart and if you are not rewarded for your good deeds, be grateful that your situation isn’t worse. It’s selfish to think you’ll be rewarded in all situations for kindness. Sometimes it’s about building a positive relationship with that person and not about the reward.

2     Zoom out

Maintaining a healthy outlook can be hard, so keep your challenges and troubles in perspective without losing sight of what you need to accomplish. Zoom out. Pull back, slow down and recalibrate. Today, remind yourself of what is going well and what learning you can take from the situation you find yourself in.

Focus on the bigger picture and your longer-term goals. Understand what is really important to you and try not to let the small things dominate your thinking. Focus on what matters. Remember that everybody has good and bad days, and we all have to deal with unexpected events and changes in our life.

Accepting that temporary setbacks happen makes them easier to deal with. As you build your mental toughness, you’ll be able to carry on regardless of what the world seems to throw at you.

3     Your own happy

No one is in control of your happiness but you. No one can ‘make’ you feel anything. Happy or sad, angry or peaceful – you are in charge of every emotion you feel, and therefore you have the power to change anything about yourself, or your life, that you want to change.

Write down what makes you happy and what your happy life would look like. If you can’t articulate this, then you will never be completely clear how to achieve it. If you can define it exactly, no amount of influence from others will touch you.

The happiness you seek has to be based on your version of happiness and not someone else’s. Never compare your happiness to that of anyone on TV or social media, or that of friends and colleagues.

4     Find your why

Why do you get up every day? What’s the point of your life? When you understand your reason/purpose/mission/goal/why (call it what you will), you’ll be more capable of pursuing the things that give you fulfilment. It will serve as your point of reference for all your actions and decisions from this moment on, allowing you to measure your progress and know when you have met your goals. Having a clear sense of purpose, a sense of control, and a feeling that your life is worthwhile is critical to your happiness and quality of life. It may even extend your life expectancy. What’s your why?

5     Your natural high

When you smile, your brain releases tiny molecules called neuropeptides, to help fight off stress. Keep smiling and other neurotransmitters like dopamine, serotonin and endorphins come into play, too. The endorphins act as a mild pain reliever and the serotonin is an antidepressant. Together, these brain chemicals make you feel good from head to toe. Not only do they elevate your mood, they also relax your body, reduce physical pain, reduce blood pressure and build endurance.

Smiling is a natural drug you can take daily, in any sized dose – I’m sure you’ve seen studies showing that smiling a lot will even make you live a longer, happier life.

6     Find your motivation

Today we are going to be doing an exercise to discover what motivates you.

First, write down three things that inspire you to take action. Perhaps it’s learning a new skill or listening to a certain type of music, or you might feel especially motivated when you spend time with like-minded people.

Now, write down three things that cause your motivation to evaporate. It could include eating sugary food, catering to your perfectionist tendencies or spending time with pessimistic people.

This exercise will reveal environmental influences on your emotions and your motivation. Once you’re aware of them, you can make sensible adjustments that better serve your longer-term goals.

7     Your iceberg mind

Your mind is like an iceberg – it floats with only one-seventh of its bulk above water.

Your conscious mind is exposed to the surface and contains all the thoughts, memories, feelings and wishes that reflect where you are at any given moment. Then there’s your subconscious (or unconscious) mind: that vast reservoir of feelings, thoughts, urges and memories that are outside your conscious awareness. It is immensely powerful and runs your life because it stores your beliefs, experiences, memories and skills.

You are in charge of your mind, so start to determine whether the information you have stored is helpful or hurtful and become aware of how it affects your performance. Consciously let go of unhelpful and outdated negative beliefs (‘I can’t do this’, ‘I’m no good at that’) and replace them with ideas and beliefs that work for you today.

8     Your gut has the answer

Your gut instinct, or intuition, is your immediate understanding of something. When you trust your gut, there’s no need to think it over or get another opinion, you just know.

When your gut feeling is at play, you feel a certain kind of clarity about what’s going on. Trusting your intuition is the ultimate act of trusting yourself. Importantly, listening to your intuition helps you avoid unhealthy relationships and situations. So, listen to your gut, your intuition, your immediate thought or feeling. Lean in, and trust yourself.

You know much more than you give yourself credit for.

9     Your favourite teacher

According to Carl Jung, the psychoanalyst, as humans we can aim for excellence but perfection remains the realm of the gods.

Perfectionism is irrational thinking. There is no way you can do everything perfectly. When you take a perfectionist viewpoint, you’re more likely to procrastinate and achieve less because it’s hard to start something when you carry the belief that you won’t be successful.

To beat perfectionism you need to change your thoughts about being perfect. Reframe your thinking by accepting that success has its ups and downs. You can’t have a great outcome every time, every day. Mistakes are part of your learning – mistakes are your teachers.

10     Control your emotions

Developing your mental toughness will require you to keep your thoughts and self-talk positive and avoid the habits that lead to negativity and unhealthy behaviours. The strongest people are not those who show strength in front of us but those who win battles we never see them fight. Champions are made when no one is looking!

Help yourself to prepare for whatever comes your way by maintaining your capacity to stay objective and deliver the same level of performance regardless of what you’re feeling.

Find some time today to take stock of just how your uncontrolled emotions are affecting your day-to-day life. This will make it easier to identify problem areas and track your success. Your healthiest emotional state will be when you have found some balance between overwhelming emotions and no emotions at all.

11     Your compelling reason

Do you have a compelling reason to take action? Always look for the motive because it’s far more powerful than the intention.

Let’s say you want to lose weight to look and feel healthier. Losing weight is the intention, but looking and feeling healthier is the motive. Your motive – your compelling reason – will encourage you to resist the temptation to eat unhealthy foods in a way that the intention will not.

Today, lean on your sets of values and motives to brainstorm ideas that will help you delay immediate gratification. Your goal isn’t to completely steer clear of pleasurable things – that would be a dismal way to live – but rather to develop a habit of delaying gratification.

The most effective way to develop any good habit is to take small steps. Each step you successfully take deserves a small reward and trains your brain to repeat the rewarded action.

12     Take responsibility

You are responsible. It’s as easy and as complicated as that.

You’re responsible for your choices, the work you put in, the work you don’t put in. The wins and the losses. You’re responsible for building your endurance. You are a product of your decisions, not your circumstances.

Taking ownership and responsibility for your actions is an important part of a healthy life and healthy relationships.

Taking full responsibility is a powerful reminder that you have control over the role you play in all your achievements and relationships.

Taking responsibility creates trust and dependability. You’ll be able to improve your decision making, solve more problems and become more confident.

How can you take more responsibility today?

13     Embrace the unknown

By stepping out of your comfort zone you expose yourself to unfamiliar situations. It means you’re moving into uncharted territory. You’re trying things that you’ve never tried before and learning things you’ve never learned before.

It’s only by doing this that you discover that unfamiliar situations rarely warrant fear. On the contrary, they offer opportunities to grow both personally and professionally. They give you a chance to surrender your need to control your circumstances and learn to adapt to new ones.

14     Get a sense check

It can actually be hard to recognise the things you feel most passionate about, and sometimes your purpose is more obvious to others than it is to you. It’s highly likely you’re already displaying your passion and purpose to the people around you without even realising it, so ask your friends and family what reminds them of you, or what they think of when you enter their mind. If you get a compliment or an observation from someone, write it down and see if any patterns emerge.

Hearing what other people notice about you might help crystallise things for you or reinforce some of the passions you’ve already been engaging in.

15     You’re stronger than you think

It’s a shame that you may never know how strong you are until being strong is the only choice you have. You are far more capable and able than you realise. You can cope with far more than you think you can. You have the ability to dig deeper and find courage and strength you never knew you had. Your capacity for coping is vast.

16     You’re a winner

What separates the winners from the losers is their mental toughness, and their mindset.

A loser sees that the world is unfair, whines and complains but does nothing to improve their lot in life. A winner sees that the world is unfair but continues to struggle to improve their standing.

A winner ends up failing many times over and over but that does not stop them from getting up and persisting. What often brings you down and keeps you there is not the way you look, how rich you are or how much talent you have. What brings you down and keeps you there is your own mind.

Today, focus on the most positive aspects of every situation and adopt an optimistic, hopeful mindset.

17     You’re a product of your decisions

Everyone faces drama, trauma, tragedy and obstacles in their life. It’s all part of the journey, and it is rarely easy or straightforward. But it’s the challenges you have faced, and are yet to face, that provide you with opportunities to grow and learn.

Even when faced with pain and sadness, you have the ability to think and behave in a positive, productive manner. The way you respond to the challenges determines the quality of your life and the achievements you make. Don’t complain, don’t wallow and don’t feel sorry for yourself. None of these is helpful. Instead, take action because action is the only thing that can make your situation better.

Remember, you are a product of your decisions, not your circumstances.

18     Take time out

When your stress level exceeds your perceived ability to cope, take some minutes or hours of calm, reflective thought. Take a walk outdoors and breathe in the fresh air deeply. Look around you and start to notice things you’ve never noticed before. Your brain will welcome the extra oxygen you inhale and you’ll start to think more clearly and develop a deeper sense of courage.

19     Avoid the over-optimism trap

It’s good to be optimistic, and it’s critical to developing mental toughness. On the flip side, if you’re over-optimistic you might fail to anticipate potential obstacles and challenges, and even develop a blind spot for them.

There’s no way to reliably predict everything that might go wrong, but you can guard against over-optimism by starting out with the expectation that things can, and often do, go wrong. That way, you can be prepared to respond to challenges in a productive, purposeful manner when they occur. This alone will help you to resist the impulse to give up when times get tough.

20     You can tolerate it

Successful people tend to have a much higher tolerance for pushing past discomfort and doing what needs to be done. Your ability to develop tolerance will play an important role in you achieving the success you desire.

Anything you can do to practise tolerating discomfort will help you develop focus and determination. It might be taking cold showers every day or holding a plank position for a minute. Whatever it is, when you’re able to push through the initial discomfort and come out the other side, you are increasing your level of tolerance and developing your mental toughness which you can bank for the next time you have to do the hard yards.

21     You are the company you keep

They say ‘you are the company you keep’, so what is it that draws you to the colleagues and friends around you?

Surround yourself with positive people – choose to spend your spare time with inspirational folk who spark creativity and energy in you. Avoid people who drag you down and require you to change. It’s hard to feel passionate and purposeful when you’re surrounded by people who aren’t making a positive contribution to your life. Talk to people in real life. Start conversations with people you don’t know and be curious about what inspires and drives them. Their enthusiasm will rub off onto you.

22     Work from your point of strength

Your path to success is based on the determination you have developed and engrained within yourself. Determination is about what you’re willing to do to achieve your goal. It aligns your energy and attention towards your focus.

Unhelpful distractions lead to a dimmed focus, so spend some time identifying what distracts you and stay committed to avoiding those things. This will help you become much more focused on your goal and determined to reach it. When you remove distractions, your mind has fewer choices to make it wander around, so set some boundaries and rules for yourself.

23     Who you become along the way

Setting a goal is important, but don’t overlook the daily process you need to follow to get there. If you spend too much time focused on your endpoint, you risk missing the opportunities all around you.

So to achieve your goal, focus on the process of getting to it. You can’t control the outcome as it involves external factors outside your control, but you can control your daily practices, actions and disciplines.

Remember, setting goals is not so much about where you end up, it’s about who you become along the way.

24     Life begins outside your comfort zone

Stepping out of your comfort zone can be difficult if you don’t have a compelling reason to do so, but developing mental toughness is about never settling for what you have and always looking for ways to grow.

How much do you know about the edges of your comfort zone? Are you consciously aware of what you move away from and avoid? It may not be that you avoid taking a step into the unknown and more that you don’t know how far you can push yourself.

Take the time to think about what it would be like to stand on the edge of the things that create discomfort in you and take that step into uncharted territory. It will never be as bad as you anticipate. Marinate that idea long enough to build solid momentum that propels you into inspired action.

Life begins where your comfort zone ends.

25     You’re right

Having self-confidence is essential to developing mental toughness. After all, it’s only possible to press on during crises and adversity, to overcome the fear of uncertainty, when you trust in your abilities.

Henry Ford famously said, ‘Whether you think you can or you think you can’t, you’re right.’ He didn’t dismiss the role of talent and skill but instead highlighted the role of confidence. He recognised that your self-assuredness is critical to success and that its absence can result in failure.

26     Where are the holes?

Winning is all about completing a challenge and coming out with the result you want. It’s not about taking the easy way out.

Take on challenges that fit well with your beliefs and values. Wins are most likely to come when you take a slow but detailed route through the process of exploring why it’s important and why it flicks your switch.

Think about what a win looks like to you. How are you going to complete this challenge? Look for the holes in your plan and think about what smart solutions you might need. Build a plan that fills those gaps.

27     Stress can be a great thing

Your mental toughness is your capacity to deal effectively with stressors, pressures, setbacks and challenges so you can perform to the best of your ability, irrespective of the circumstances in which you find yourself. Of course, it’s worth remembering that not all stress is bad. In fact, stress can often help you accomplish tasks more efficiently and can even boost memory.

Stress is also a vital warning system, producing the ‘fight or flight response’. When your brain perceives some kind of stress, it starts flooding the body with chemicals like epinephrine, norepinephrine and cortisol. We need good stress to stay motivated and productive. The best starting point to deal with the stress you’re experiencing is to make sure you have the correct balance between good stress and bad stress. Try to take a step back from the stress you’re feeling and assess the situation. React to the situation rather than to the feeling of stress. That way, you’re able to handle the situation and it doesn’t become stressful.

28     Find your vision

When you’ve identified the point to your existence here on planet Earth, your life’s purpose, it will be easier for you to focus on what truly matters. You’ll be better equipped to avoid the distractions that threaten to stop you achieving your vision.

Once you know your purpose, you’ll see the benefits at home, at work and in social settings, but to stay focused on your goals, they have to be important to you. Your subconscious will try to trick you into believing that you want one thing, when in reality it will do very little to help you live out your purpose.

There’s probably no bigger question, so spend some time thinking about this today. What vision do you have for your life?

29     What’s the worst that can happen?

Even when life is good and everything is going right, self-doubt can creep in. You might begin to second-guess your decisions and hesitate before acting, in fear that you will make mistakes. Self-doubt is a natural and healthy part of your psychology. It helps you to make decisions, encourages you to do your best and protects you from negative outcomes.

The problem is, it can also paralyse you. Self-doubt can consume your thoughts, promoting fear and indecision. So, ask yourself: What is the worst that can happen if things don’t go my way? The answer will reveal that mistakes are rarely disastrous. It reminds you that you can take action without fear, confident that doing so won’t lead to catastrophe. The more often you can do this, the less you’ll hesitate when faced with uncertainty.

30     Do what you truly love

If you’re trying to define your reason for being, look back at your past and see glimpses of things that you did as a child just for the sheer fun of it.

As you reflect on your life, you can start to pick up on certain patterns that tend to repeat themselves or some trends in the activities that you did. These patterns may hold clues to your purpose. What have you found enjoyment in for your entire life? You may have lost touch with the things that you loved as a kid. Growing up, adolescence and life generally will have dealt you a fair share of pressures that may have stripped certain passions away from you. You might believe that you should only do things that you are somehow rewarded for. The transactional nature of our society can leave you feeling disconnected from doing the things that you truly love. What is it you truly love?
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