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Introduction




Curiously, we only ever see ourselves on the outside, yet everything happens on the inside.





The Cairo sun was blazing outside and making its presence felt inside. Little effort had been made to air-condition the enormous hall, presumably to give the local athletes home advantage. Despite the heat, my focus was squarely on the target stood 10 metres away. I had completed 15 shots of a 20-shot pistol shooting competition, just the beginning of a very long day. Still to come were three hours of fencing, a 200-metre swim, a round of jumps, riding a horse that I had never ridden before, and a 3-kilometre run. I had always dreamed of being James Bond, but competing for my country in the sport of modern pentathlon was the next best thing.


As I awaited the command, ‘for your sixteenth shot, load’, the silence in the hall gave way to a disturbance at the back. A full-on brawl had broken out between the Egyptian and Russian coaches, who had clearly taken a dislike to each other. Menacing insults quickly turned physical, and security had no option but to wade in and eject them both from the hall. Despite their swift action, the damage had been done and the orderly line of 30 athletes on the range had become visibly agitated, pacing up and down along their firing positions and sipping water from their drink bottles in an attempt to stay calm and focused. It took at least 10 minutes for the competition to resume.


What happened next changed the course of my life.


On the command ‘Load’, I fed the pistol grip into my right hand and took a deep breath as I loaded a pellet into the barrel of the gun. Feeling a wave of relaxation run through my body, I raised the pistol onto the target, repeating the usual mantra in my head – ‘Calm, control, sights’. As I squeezed the trigger and released the shot, I felt total focus, control and ease. The shot went straight through the centremost point of the target, known as the Centre Ten.


Over the course of the last five shots of the competition, the scores across the leaderboard dropped off a cliff. I can only imagine that Egyptian–Russian tensions had stolen the concentration of many of the athletes. Conversely, I achieved something I had never achieved before, not even in training. I shot five centre tens in a row and climbed from fifteenth position into the top three.


In itself, that wasn’t enough to change my life (as great as it felt). It was more what happened immediately after. I packed up my pistol and walked to the back of the hall, where I was greeted by my coach. ‘That was amazing,’ he exclaimed. ‘How did you manage to hold it together after that fight?’


I was confused by his question. ‘What fight?’ I genuinely had no recollection of there being a fight, or indeed that there had been any delay in the competition at all. At that point the Austrian coach approached me. He had noticed that, while all the other athletes had been walking around during the disruption, trying to stay calm and composed, I had remained rooted to the spot. Having observed my body language and eye movements he was convinced I was hypnotised!


At first I didn’t know what to make of this information. Any of it. All I knew was that something had happened to me – it felt like a profound experience, different from anything else I had experienced before. And I had reason to believe that it wasn’t a fluke – rather, it was thanks to a dramatic shift that I had made a year earlier in my approach to training.


It was around this time that I had been competing in another World Cup competition in Budapest. My experience could not have been more different. Under the pressure and expectation to get off to a good start, I remember feeling intense pulses of anxiety coupled with catastrophic thoughts of everything that could go wrong and what my coach would think of me if I didn’t get the right result. It was my first ever World Cup and I remember thinking that I had to justify my selection on the team. It’s amazing how many negative thoughts can race through your mind when they become untethered. Raising my arm to take the first shot, I literally had no control of the pistol. Shaking violently, I pulled the trigger and completely missed the target. It was 7.30am. I had 10 more hours of competition to go and already I was bottom of the pile. These are dangerous thoughts for an athlete – and, unsurprisingly, the day didn’t get much better from there.


How could my experience of these two competitions have been so different when the situation I was in was almost identical?


After the disaster in Budapest I did a lot of soul-searching. I realised I had been making a huge assumption. An assumption that was unhelpful to me, an assumption that I now recognise most people make at some point in their quest to reach the top: ‘The more I do in training, the better I will be in competition.’


This is certainly true up to a point, but then comes a brutal realisation that hours and hours of practice can count for nothing if at the all-important moment you present yourself tense and incoherent. And this can happen no matter how capable you are. It’s easy to go through the motions of training and practice while failing to prepare ourselves for the psychological reality of doing it when it really counts.







Your inner world predicts your outer world


This is a book about personal leadership and high performance. It’s about your ability to achieve incredible things on the outside by paying attention to what’s on the inside.


So far in my career I’ve had the privilege to work with and learn from some of the very best in the world, from multiple Olympic champions to business leaders, Special Forces soldiers to global fashion designers, fighter pilots to international footballers. I have worked with them to develop the mental skills they need to perform consistently at their best, often under immense pressure. I am also eternally grateful that some of these people have agreed to share their amazing stories in this book. I know you will find them hugely insightful and inspiring.


There is something compelling about watching someone who is at the very top of their game, whether it’s an athlete, a musician, a speaker, a surgeon, a comedian, a barrister, a soldier or a chef. A master of their craft has universal appeal, their skill is captivating and their passion is contagious. Naturally, we only get to see one dimension of their brilliance – the skills and behaviours we are able to physically observe. But the brilliance of their outer game hides the complex and dynamic interaction of forces that plays out beneath the surface. This matters. It’s from here that everything ripples out. Our thoughts, our attention, our emotions, our breathing, our heart rate and our muscular tension all have leading roles in the drama that makes up our inner game, and they are all intrinsically connected. Therefore it goes without saying that true experts are marked by their capacity to undulate between the concrete external world (e.g. technical and physical) and their rather more abstract internal world (mental, emotional and intuitive).


At the heart of this Inside-Out philosophy is the idea that there is no real excellence in all this world that cannot be separated from the way we manage and conduct ourselves. Forget how the outside world looks in on you – the performance reviews, statistics and analysis – these things measure the impact you have had, but they tell you nothing of how it was achieved, or how it can be achieved again. Instead, you are at your most powerful when you focus on getting what you want out of the experience, the inner mastery that will lead to the impact you want on the outside.


In this book I want to share with you how the best in the world work on their inner performance, managing the thoughts, feelings and habits that allow them to relentlessly pursue and achieve excellence. More importantly, I want to share with you how this has shaped my approach to mental fitness and training, with the goal of helping you to apply the same principles to your own performance. Armed with plenty of practical examples and fascinating insights from some very different performance arenas, you will learn how elite athletes train their mind and body for peak performance, how Special Forces soldiers train for the intensity of high-stakes operations, how musicians find their flow, how City traders manage the emotions of a turbulent market, how extreme climbers expand their comfort zone and how ‘Top Gun’ fighter pilots develop unrivalled intuition.







Training three dimensions: thinking, feeling and intuitive


If there’s one thing we can say with total certainty about the achievements of high performers, it’s that world records and gold medals don’t happen by accident. My experience in Cairo reminds me of the potential we all have for our mind to guide our performance in extraordinary ways – but this requires us to have a clear strategy for how we train our focus, our confidence, our intuition, our emotional state, and our capacity to learn faster and deal with setbacks along the way.


For all my clients, good psychology is not simply about how they react to challenging events, it is also about how they condition their mind and physiology day in, day out. This is something we now understand much better thanks to the rapid advances in neuropsychology and biofeedback which inform my Inside-Out approach. For me, this has shifted the emphasis from giving people ‘coping strategies’ for surviving setbacks and dealing with important events towards an approach which emphasises day-to-day training of mental fitness. This is a far more proactive approach that places positive psychology at the heart of everything we do.


With this in mind, my Inside-Out approach consists of three dimensions of inner performance which form the three parts of this book:




•   The Thinking Dimension


•   The Feeling Dimension


•   The Intuitive Dimension.







The Thinking Dimension


The Thinking Dimension is responsible for delivering focus to your performance. In the same way that you might measure a computer by its processing power, the Thinking Dimension boils down to your ability to think clearly and effectively. The Thinking Dimension is managed largely by the frontal lobes of the brain. Referred to as the ‘rational’ brain, the frontal lobes are responsible for helping us to apply logic and intelligence to challenging situations. In doing so, they control higher-order functions such as planning, problem solving and anticipation as well as giving you a sense of time and context.


High performance relies heavily on these core functions. With experience and expertise you can develop your own neural ‘architecture’, which allows you to refine the way you think and focus over time. Mental training is about being proactive in this process, accelerating the pathways of success.


You are at your best in this dimension when you are thinking clearly and positively. You make confident, timely decisions that inform the quality and precision of your actions. You have a consistent and positive mindset that helps you to stay focused on what you can control while accepting what you can’t. This is both a process and a philosophy which become part of your everyday mindset. This mindset informs the way you invite challenge, respond to praise and criticism, and deal with success and failure. You are also at your best in this dimension when you are actively learning. You will be able to absorb more from every experience, thereby accelerating your rate of improvement.







The Feeling Dimension


The Feeling Dimension is ultimately responsible for delivering and managing energy. The Feeling Dimension is governed by physiological activity in the nervous system and, in particular, your stress response. This is overseen by the brain’s limbic system, otherwise referred to as the ‘emotional’ brain. This is a complex collection of structures in the core of the brain which receive sensory information from all around the body. These signals arrive up through the brain stem and into the limbic system. Like a highly sophisticated smoke alarm, the limbic system constantly monitors for threat and is the judge of what is pleasurable or scary. It also determines how our body reacts. Whenever there is something to win or lose, it activates the body’s stress response – releasing energy to our brain and muscles. This reaction happens in the blink of an eye and without conscious control, making feelings of excitement, nervousness and anticipation an inevitable part of the human experience. But that’s not to say we can’t teach our body to respond differently to stress over time. We can also choose to interpret these feelings differently (e.g. ‘I feel excited’ rather than ‘I feel scared’), a skill which often separates those who are rooted to the spot in fear from those who seem to perform with effortless freedom.


In the Feeling Dimension I’m going to be showing you how to proactively train your response to stress and the emotions of high-pressure environments. I will also share some great techniques for using controlled exposure to stress as a way of strengthening your nerve.


For the purposes of structuring a clear approach to mental training, it’s much easier to separate the Thinking Dimension and the Feeling Dimension and focus on them separately. But in reality they are intrinsically linked – focus and energy need each other. If you have focus but no energy, then you will lack urgency, perseverance and creativity. If you have energy but no focus, you will lack direction, productivity and learning.







The Intuitive Dimension


The Intuitive Dimension is responsible for mobilising all your past experience into one moment, allowing you to think without thinking. This is your highly skilled and proficient autopilot. Whereas the Thinking and Feeling Dimensions can be accessed consciously, the Intuitive Dimension harnesses the incredible power of your subconscious.


The Intuitive Dimension is all about your brain’s ability to match patterns, something it can do better and faster than any supercomputer known to man. This allows you to perceive a situation with the collective wisdom of all your senses and all your past experiences coming together, creating what some might call your sixth sense.


For reasons we will discover, this is arguably the most powerful tool in your amoury, if harnessed correctly. We all have this sixth sense and we are all dependent on it to live and operate effectively. However, we often don’t make the most of it because we either don’t develop it properly in the first place or we smother it by not listening to it.


Our Intuitive Dimension is somewhat mysterious since you cannot measure or control it directly, but you can develop your ‘intuitive library’ – the database of experience that your intuition uses. Many of the professionals I have worked with in this book owe their success to the steps they have taken to nurture, educate and shape their intuitive responses to everyday challenges. They have often formed mental processes and habits so effective that they are completely unaware of themselves responding to critical moments. It’s so natural to them you’d be forgiven for thinking it’s part of their DNA, when actually it’s been honed over many years, slowly influencing every other part of the performance system from the Inside Out.


By using these three dimensions to maximise the wealth of resources you have on the inside, you may be surprised by the impact you are capable of having on the outside. I would like the Inside Out mindset to help you to understand your inner potential and to build confidence in your ability to invite challenge and thrive. Many of the professionals I work with apply themselves to mental training because it’s an essential part of achieving their goals. It’s not because they are special or set apart from anyone else. Yet so many times I have heard self-labelled ‘amateurs’ convincing themselves that mental training is the preserve of the top professionals. In my opinion, this couldn’t be further from the truth. For most people it’s not about being the best in the world; it’s simply about putting your best foot forward no matter what your goal in life is. It’s about having the impact you want to have and expressing the best version of yourself in everyday situations – from the Inside Out.












PART 1


The Thinking Dimension




‘Experience is not what happens to a man; it is what a man does with what happens to him.’


Aldous Huxley







Be the architect of your own mind


There’s no more terrifying way to travel down a mountain than on a skeleton sled. You’re sliding down an ice run lying headfirst on your stomach, reaching speeds of up to 90mph, your chin just centimetres above the track. You’re steering the sled with subtle movements of your head and shoulders, looking for a precise line into the next curve which sweeps up above you. As you go round the corner, the force of gravity presses down on your body to a peak of 6G. That’s comparable to the pressure experienced by Formula 1 drivers, fighter pilots and astronauts at take-off, but you’re much more exposed. All that lies between you and the ice is a narrow sled and a thin skin of Lycra. One tiny mistake and your body smashes into the ice, making it almost impossible to regain control. And even if you don’t wipe out or pinball down the track, athletes can get nose bleeds and have been known to pass out halfway down the mountain.


In 2012 I was given the privileged opportunity to work with Great Britain’s Winter Olympic Skeleton Team as their mental coach. I was gripped by the sport from day one, with the psychological dynamics giving me plenty to work with. Introduced to a small bunch of ambitious but relatively inexperienced athletes, little did I realise what they would go on to achieve. Following on from the success of Amy Williams, who landed Britain’s first ever gold medal in the sport at the 2010 Games in Vancouver, Lizzy Yarnold went on to surpass this by becoming the first ever double Winter Olympic champion, with success in Sochi in 2014 and Pyeongchang in 2018. With Lizzy’s teammates Dominic Parsons and Laura Deas each winning a bronze medal in Pyeongchang, this small bunch of overachievers became Britain’s most successful team in Winter Olympic history.


On the face of it, Great Britain had no right to be so successful in this sport. There isn’t a single skeleton track in Britain, and compared with the bigger Winter Olympic nations like the United States, Canada, Russia, Germany and France, Britain has never had a culture of winter sports, let alone the knowledge, the resources and the opportunities for the athletes to practise.


It’s my belief that Britain became the number one skeleton nation in the world not in spite of these challenges but because of them. If we had copied the bigger nations, we would only ever have been second-rate versions of them. Instead we had the opportunity to start with a blank sheet of paper and ask one simple question: ‘What gets us from the top of the mountain to the bottom as quickly as possible?’


For a team that starts from a position of established success, innovation feels risky and threatening. For a team that starts with a blank sheet of paper, innovation feels progressive, even exhilarating. It was a joy to work with some great sport scientists along the way, all of whom became experts at applying their knowledge to novel situations. It was no different in the psychology department where we asked the British sliders to experiment and innovate with their mental game. If they were going to win medals, they were going to have to think differently from their international rivals.


As Great Britain’s most successful Winter Olympic athlete of all time, there were many things that contributed towards Lizzy Yarnold’s exceptional record, but one of those was undoubtedly the way she processed information and organised her mind. As with most professions, there is enough uncertainty in the world around us without creating our own uncertainty within. Therefore success in the Thinking Dimension is all about establishing confidence and consistency in your own mind, to think correctly and to stay focused in otherwise complex and ambiguous situations. To achieve this we will need to address two key components – mental attitude and mental aptitude.


In the first half of the Thinking Dimension we will explore mental attitude. This refers to the mindset you adopt in critical situations. By learning how to adapt this mindset, you can achieve very different results. I’ve always imagined our mindset as the mental gatekeeper and guardian of what we allow in and what we keep out. Our mindset becomes an unconscious filter for what we pay attention to and the way we make sense of the world around us. If this filter is working well for us, it enables us to pay attention to the things that enrich our experience and help us in our endeavours. As a result, we tend to enjoy greater clarity and insight, we seek opportunities to learn and get better, and we feel greater satisfaction and fulfilment. This relates to a specific mode of activity in the brain that neuroscientists call the ‘reward-approach’ mode.


The alternative to this is the ‘threat-avoidance’ mode, where we find ourselves paying attention to the things that threaten us and stand in our way. We start to behave in a manner that limits our potential – often without realising it. As we will discover, shaping your mindset is an important first step in training the Thinking Dimension.


In the second half of the Thinking Dimension we focus on mental aptitude. This is all about applying yourself intelligently to the goals you set. We explore how you can enhance your everyday experience by being more mindful of the lessons presented to you, thereby accelerating the rate at which you are capable of learning and adapting. Many people think of learning as a discrete activity which happens while in a classroom, reading a book or following an online programme. But from a neurological standpoint, learning is about making, refining and strengthening connections in the brain, a process that is happening all the time in response to the world around us. By being active rather than passive in this process, elite performers are able to enhance their capacity to think clearly and apply themselves to new and novel situations.












Section 1 Mental attitude: the Inside-Out mindset




‘The moment of victory is far too short for a person to live for that and nothing else.’


Martina Navratilova
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Attitude: changing the way you think about success

In the world of high performance, your attitude is essential. Experience and skill mean nothing if you are constantly sabotaging your own efforts from within.

For this reason, ‘mindset’ often gets cited as a fundamental selection criterion within the talent programmes of many organisations, as well as for new recruits and employees. The assumption here is that your attitude to learning and self-improvement is a better predictor of future success than your current knowledge, skill or ability. The problem here is that mindset is notoriously difficult to measure!

In my experience mindset is best observed when a) people are being challenged to the edge of their ability and b) there is something to win or lose.

The beauty of a sport like skeleton is that you can send recruits down an ice track in a relatively safe manner from the outset. It’s not pretty to watch, but through careful observation you can answer the following questions:


•   What is their ability to analyse and solve problems in a logical way?

•   What is their ability to make clear decisions and stay committed to a course of action?

•   Who is brave enough to actually do the right thing?

•   What is their attitude to learning and getting better?

•   How do they respond to failure?

•   How do they respond to success?

•   How do they respond to the success of other people around them?

•   How do they respond to feedback?

•   How well do they do all of the above under pressure?



So why are these questions so important, and what do they say about our capacity to make the most of what we have? For many of the clients I work with, their initial motivation for engaging with psychology is often born out of frustration. They feel frustrated at not being able to consistently get the results they know they are capable of. It’s almost like they are getting in their own way, tripping themselves up.

There is a multitude of reasons for this, such as over-competitiveness, fear of other people’s opinions, poor self-awareness, lack of confidence, or lack of willingness to challenge themselves or to move to the next level. Other reasons could include difficulty in taking feedback or criticism, or, having been successful before, a struggle to get back to high performance, including the challenges of returning from injury for athletes. Other people feel as though they should be further ahead than they are, or are unable to experience pride or satisfaction and are struggling with seeing others make more progress than them, or are dealing with other people’s expectations … The list goes on.

All of these mental trip hazards have a way of inhibiting your ability to perform with freedom. You either end up trying too hard, or you become disengaged from the challenge at hand – a passenger on your own ride. Aware of what you should be doing, you can’t seem to do it – your thoughts, communication, even your movement become stunted and incoherent.

These are common ailments in many working environments, but especially in high-pressure industries. They represent a very human struggle. But chances are you didn’t think like this when you started out on your chosen path. In the beginning, you probably never thought about your opponents because they didn’t seem to have much relevance to your own initial progression. You never worried about making mistakes because they were just par for the course – part of the ‘have a go’ mentality. You never cared about what anyone else thought because you had no reputation to protect. You had never planned for these thoughts to suddenly arrive one day and trip you up – just as things were starting to get serious.

After hundreds, possibly thousands, of personal conversations getting underneath the surface of some of these internal interferences, I realised that the world’s top performers still have these thoughts. You always imagine they are free from the scourge of insecurity and negative thinking, but I can assure you they are not. Some are afflicted by perfectionism and competitiveness, yet it doesn’t seem to undermine their ability to perform in the same way it does for others. How can that be? The answer to that lies within the ancient proverb: we all have a good dragon and we all have a bad dragon; the one that wins is the one you feed the most.

This principle is the epicentre of positive psychology. It is guided by an important truism about how our brains work. If I tell you not to think of a yellow car, you will probably start thinking of a yellow car. The more I urge you not to think of a yellow car, the more it reinforces the image of a yellow car in your mind. If I now incentivise you to not think of a yellow car by offering you a substantial cash reward which you can have only if you keep it from your mind for two minutes, do you think this incentive will help you or hinder you?

So how do you not think of a yellow car? Think of a blue car maybe? But don’t just think of any blue car, think of a dark metallic blue car. Imagine every detail of it, from the alloy wheels to the silver trim around its tinted windows. In fact, the more detail you go into with the blue car, the more compelling the image becomes. It holds your attention. This is exactly how your brain works, where every thought equates to the activation of a neural pathway. The more that thought is practised, the easier it becomes for that pathway to fire. You cannot ‘undo’ a physical pathway in the brain. You can only encourage the energy to be redirected down a more helpful pathway. Very often the reason we find ourselves having unhelpful negative thoughts isn’t because we are negative people, it’s because we haven’t truly invested in a positive alternative, a clear image of what good looks like.

This is a common challenge within many work environments. Managers think they are incentivising their teams to perform better, when what they are really communicating is: ‘Don’t perform badly.’ Why? Because poor performance is often defined and spoken about far more than good performance. If you are performing well, you largely get ignored, but those performing badly get regular attention from their leaders until they have developed a highly sophisticated and nuanced language for poor performance and underachievement. They become acutely aware of every mistake to avoid at every point in the process. Working life becomes a series of trip hazards and success is defined by the ability to avoid them. This makes a culture of underperformance remarkably easy to attain.

In essence, what I have discovered is that top performers are not immune to negative thoughts. The difference is they have invested a great deal of mental energy in imagining and reimagining what good looks and feels like, so the negative thoughts never really get a chance to grow. This may be something they have created for themselves, or it may be something they have had help with from some great coaches and mentors around them. Either way, we can all get better at shaping our mindset.

Positive psychology goes further than this. Where you place your attention and invest your thoughts is intrinsically connected to how you feel. If you are good at managing your attention, you can also manage your mood and energy. Conversely, when your mood and energy are lifted, you are more likely to embrace challenge and relax into it, interpret your environment favourably, and adopt a more positive belief about yourself; even your memory and intuition improve. By expecting and imagining a positive experience, you are more likely to get one.

Where your attention goes, your body follows, so let’s now get beneath the surface of your mindset, looking at how to understand it and, most importantly, how to train it.


The advantage of being a beginner or underdog

One of the great privileges of my job is learning about the stories of amazing people, teams and organisations that have achieved incredible things. One narrative that persistently appears in these conversations is the struggle they’ve been through to get where they are today. Inevitably, things haven’t been handed to them on a plate. This narrative often starts from a young age and has a profound effect on the way their mentality is shaped and therefore how they face future challenges.

My early research in sport led me to a fascinating phenomenon called younger sibling syndrome. YSS neatly explains why so many highly successful individuals reference their playground rivalry with older siblings as being key to shaping them. Serena Williams, Andy Murray and Michael Jordan are just some of the athletes who have benefited from being younger siblings. Professor Mark Williams at the University of Utah found that, across 33 sports, younger siblings were significantly more likely to outperform their older siblings at the highest level.1 A 2010 study by Frank Sulloway and Richard Zweigenhaft of 700 pairs of brothers who played in Major League Baseball found that younger brothers were two and a half times more likely than their older brothers to record superior career batting statistics. Overall, among hitters and pitchers, younger brothers also played an average of two and a half years longer than older brothers.2

To help explain YSS, I’ll draw upon my own humble experience playing cricket in the garden with my older brother when we were kids. It probably won’t be a surprise to readers that I am the younger brother, which is why I love telling this story, and equally why my brother hates hearing it.

Being older than me, Benjie was always one step ahead in his development – he was bigger, stronger, faster and more coordinated. Basically, I had no chance of beating him. Without being consciously aware of it, my motivation for playing was shaped more by my intrinsic enjoyment of practising and getting better at little elements of the game rather than worrying about the eventual outcome.

I remember one day having the bat in my hand and somehow managing to connect sweetly with the ball that my brother had pelted towards me. Maybe more by luck than design, the ball went flying across the garden and landed in a bush at the far end. As Benjie went off to look for it I was left for a moment with time to reflect. How did I do that? I came to two conclusions. One was that I kept focusing on the ball all the way onto the bat; the other was I kept my bat straight so it had a greater chance of connecting with the ball. I later learned that these were two very good tips for cricketers.

From that point onwards, I focused as though my life depended on it, keeping my eye on the ball and keeping a straight bat. It became my focus and my motivation rolled into one. I still couldn’t beat Benjie, but I could get better at these two skills if I applied myself. For a while at least, these two things became my reason for wanting to play, and this was further reinforced by the fact that the more I worked at them, the more I could see myself progressing. I was hitting the ball more consistently, which then meant I was scoring more points. This is what I call an Inside-Out mindset, where the primary focus and motivation are centred on the process that delivers results, rather than on the results themselves.

After a lot of hard work, the day eventually came when I managed to beat Benjie. My process had become good enough to match my brother’s ability. And that was the day my brother folded his arms in despair and said, ‘I don’t want to play this anymore.’ And that was that. I’m not sure we’ve played since.

Of course, the challenge for him was that winning had been relatively easy up until that point. He hadn’t needed to apply the same amount of focus and energy to his game as I had had to, which meant that, when the outcome didn’t go to plan, his motivation (and no doubt his ego) took a tumble, with little to fall back on. This is the point when our pursuit of success becomes a threat rather than an opportunity, the point that exposes the vulnerabilities of an Outside-In mindset. This is where we are so preoccupied with the outcome that it dilutes and disrupts our ability to pay attention to the process and skills for achieving it.

Now, before all you older siblings hurl this book across the room at your little brothers and sisters in disgust (if you haven’t already), rest assured you are not doomed to be second rate in all your endeavours – there are still plenty of very successful older siblings out there. That’s because it’s not actually being a younger sibling that’s important here. What’s important is the mindset they have been encouraged to adopt. In fact, you could just as easily call it the beginner’s effect.

As beginners at any activity, we are able to tune back into our childhood ability to learn without hindrance. Children are masters at learning – it’s their superpower. They’re inquisitive, keen to have a go, and they fail so much in their quest to get better at something that failing really doesn’t faze them. I’m not sure they would even consider that they’ve failed – failure is more of an adult concept. Instead, something hasn’t happened as they wanted it to happen and they are curious as to how they can change it.

This is the starting point of any journey towards excellence. It also happens to be the point at which we tend to be most open to new ideas and skills – we are doing it for fun, we are doing it with a sense of freedom and play, and progress is easy. A beginner really does have the most powerful mindset towards their chosen specialism. But maintaining this mindset for learning and mastery when we have experienced the sweet nectar of success and when we start to place expectation on future outcomes, that is the true measure of a champion.

As always, it’s easy to commentate on the people who do this well, putting them on a pedestal, but the truth is that, once we understand this principle, we can all get better at nurturing an Inside-Out mindset. To help us formalise this into something we can actually develop for ourselves, I would like to share my approach with you.




Defining success

I have noticed there are three universal ways that people define success: mastery, metrics and outcome.


1    Mastery This represents everything you can control and improve. It is an internal measure of success, focusing on the continuous development of key skills, specific techniques and routines that advance you towards your goals. Some of these skills you might really enjoy; others you know you have to do and get better at if you want to move closer to your ultimate goals. In the garden with my brother my mastery goals were keeping my eye on the ball and keeping a straight bat.

2    Metrics This is a way of measuring your progress towards your outcome but it’s not the outcome itself – rather, it is a proxy. Many industries call these key performance indicators (KPIs). In the garden with my brother my KPIs were clean hits of the ball and scoring runs (points).

3    Outcome This is an external measure of success – it’s about achieving results as defined by the outside world. The outcome is about mission success, whatever your mission is – winning, status, power, reputation, financial success, etc. An athlete might dream of winning gold, a lawyer might dream of becoming a partner at their firm. In the garden playing cricket the ultimate outcome was to win against my brother.



Figures 1.1 and 1.2 highlight the difference between an Inside-Out mindset and an Outside-In mindset. With an Inside-Out mindset (Figure 1.1) you stay focused on the core skills, techniques and processes for achieving a successful outcome. In doing so, you will stay focused on the controllable present, paying attention to the quality of your input and being curious as to what you could do better. These are the things you can ultimately control in any situation.

[image: image]

FIGURE 1.1 Illustration of an Inside-Out mindset

[image: image]

FIGURE 1.2 Illustration of an Outside-In mindset

In contrast, Figure 1.2 illustrates an Outside-In mindset. This is where you become fixated on the future outcome and results of what you are doing. Here it is easy to start comparing yourself with other people while becoming preoccupied with how you ‘should’ be doing. This creates unhelpful judgement and distraction at the very point you need to focus on the quality of your game.

The first and most important step in developing an Inside-Out mindset is just to write down your mastery, metrics and outcomes. Explore them honestly and think about their relationship with one another. Which ones are particularly helpful or unhelpful to you? Which outcomes pull your attention away from mastery the most? Which specific areas of mastery do you enjoy practising the most and which are more of a discipline? It’s my observation that your awareness of these three different types of goals and how they affect your thoughts and emotions is often the most influential factor in achieving your potential – and I don’t say that lightly.

It determines where your thoughts and feelings go, where you invest your energy, what you feel threatened by, and therefore how stress and anxiety affect you. It determines the consistency of your motivation and confidence, your ability to overcome obstacles, your willingness to take feedback, and your ability to experience pride, satisfaction and, ultimately, fulfilment.

Some industries are better than others at differentiating performance (inputs) from results (outputs). Only when you understand the difference can you guide your attention proactively. A swimmer wanting to break the world record isn’t thinking about the world record during the race; they are thinking about the quality of their dive, the length of their stroke and the speed of their turns. Get these inputs right and they give themselves the best chance of breaking the record.

Sprinter Usain Bolt is a fascinating example of this principle. Up to the age of 15 he was never shown his times in training. As a youngster it was clear he had amazing potential, but his coach and mentor, Pablo McNeil, described the young Usain as being easily distracted by external adoration, leaving the school grounds to take a taxi and flirt with girls – he was a typical teenager, right? When it came to his sport, Usain was starting to attract huge attention, not least from the Jamaican prime minister, who addressed him as an ‘outstanding talent’. It was Pablo’s job to maximise this potential, and in doing so he knew he needed to keep Usain focused on the quality and enjoyment of his training, not on the measures that set him apart from other people. Even in the latter stages of his sprinting career you could see the energy and enjoyment he brought to daily training – every session was fun, but there was intent and hard work.

At this point I should make a really important point. Do not confuse the idea of not focusing on the outcome with not caring about the outcome. If you didn’t care about the outcome, you would never have the motivation to want to get better in the first place. The greatest performers I’ve ever worked with have all shared a deep desire to achieve success and they take competitiveness to another level. But fundamentally they channel this energy into understanding what makes them good, investing in the quality of everyday processes, such that they always focus on their own performance, often with little regard for anyone else’s unless they can learn something from it. They may care deeply about the output, but they invest their study and attention on the input.

This is one of the great paradoxes of high performance. In order to achieve the best results that you are capable of, you must focus on the mastery of what you do. It is this that allows you to stay connected with the moment you are in and the process that guides you. The second you start ruminating on the consequences of winning or losing, you entertain a future that is at least one step removed from your control. This induces a threat response (the brain hates what can’t be controlled or predicted), which in turn pulls your attention away from your guiding focus. The greater the consequences of success and failure, the greater the pull, and the more confidence you must have in your base skills – performing from the Inside Out.




Doing it for the love of it

I often think about the final training session of David Beckham’s career. It was the eve of his last appearance for Paris Saint-Germain and he stayed behind to practise his free kicks, long after his teammates had left. Even then, after everything he had accomplished with Manchester United, Real Madrid, Milan and England, and all the goals he had scored from free kicks, Beckham was still trying to get better. This is a poignant image, and the archetypal example of an Inside-Out mindset that demonstrates the power of doing something for the sheer love of it.

We’ve all been there at some point in our lives – you get good enough to achieve a predetermined level of success; then you stop applying the same conscious effort to getting better. But is it the same kind of effort for someone who truly loves what they do?

As you embark upon a new endeavour with a puppyish enthusiasm, you get to a point where further progression requires far more consideration. Effort becomes code for discipline, sacrifice and, sometimes, reluctance. Yet you would never expect a child to put ‘effort’ into playing – that makes no sense. They play because they want to and would do so all day if they could.
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