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INTRODUCTION

Perfection is not attainable, but if we chase perfection we can catch excellence.

—Vince Lombardi

Elite athletes achieve their status because they can consistently perform at the highest levels of their chosen sport. They have dedicated their lives to the pursuit of perfection, and are justly rewarded. But like any celebrity, deep down we know that they are just human, and basically, no different than us. Or are they?

Over the past fifteen years I have come to know and treat hundreds of elite athletes ranging from professionals to Olympic superstars, triathletes and marathoners, as well as a full range of weekend warriors, and I’ve learned exactly what separates superstars from the rest of us, despite our best efforts. First, elite athletes benefit from both nature and nurture. Many have some type of genetic predisposition that is ideal for their chosen sport. This may have been recognized at an early age: long limbs ideal for swimming, a naturally strong core for wrestling, a limberness for diving or gymnastics. Elite athletes also have an innate, fierce determination and can go after their goals single-mindedly. Some put in the requisite 10,000 hours toward mastery when they were kids, such as Tiger Woods or Maria Sharapova, while others came to their sport later in their development, like Michael Jordan, who spent much of his youth pursuing baseball.

At the same time, these top athletes clearly respond to nurture: the positive feedback they get from achieving the gold medal or the trophy or the fame pushes them to work harder, put in more hours, and perfect their skills. What’s more, they all seem to love what they do; they live and breathe their sport. It’s an exciting, integral part of their everyday lifestyle.

While the media often picks up on the backstories that reveal the talent or relentless effort that propelled these athletes to greatness, this illusion of singularity often leaves us believing that sports icons accomplish their goals alone. But nothing could be further from the truth. In fact, the real secret behind every uber-successful athlete is their entourage.

Today’s elite athletes know that while skill and consistent practice are ingredients to their success, the only way they can reach their goals is through the creation of an individualized, comprehensive program that takes into account every aspect of wellness optimization, ranging from monitoring health to improving nutrition, a goal-based training regimen, and a protocol for recovering from and preventing injury. They also recognize that their mental game is just as important as their physical one, and they proactively address their motivational, psychological, and spiritual needs. In short, the athletes who are at the top of their game know that if they want to improve in some way—whether it’s their accuracy at the goal, time at the finish line, or dependability of play—they need to take all of these aspects into consideration every single day.

The only way they can accomplish this enormous task while concentrating all of their efforts on improving their performance is by delegating these facets of training to experts. For the very lucky few who have unlimited funds from either corporate sponsors, university backers, or a dedicated family, their wellness program is carefully orchestrated by nine distinct professionals who, more often than not, include:

•   Team Physician

•   Physical Therapist

•   Trainer

•   Dietitian

•   Coach

•   Competitor

•   Role/Model Hero

•   Psychologist

•   Spiritual Leader

These roles form the core idea behind this program. And I’m not alone in thinking this way. In a 2015 New York Times article, Yael Averbuch, a midfielder for F. C. Kansas City (of the National Women’s Soccer League) and the US Women’s National Team, wrote, “Over the years, I have devised methods of training and improving on my own. But I have learned that there are aspects of getting to the next level that I cannot tap into independently. For this, it is best to find an expert.”

The goal of Step Up Your Game is to provide the best practices of each of these nine roles, based on the latest research. The truth is, you can take on many of these roles yourself, and in this book you will learn exactly how to do so. In effect, you will be able to organize your training in a completely systematic way just like an elite athlete would, regardless of your level of expertise.

By integrating this program into your existing fitness routine, you will take full ownership of your training, and even more importantly, you will remove some of the stress that often hampers outcomes. For instance, my network approach to wellness will alleviate feelings of frustration and loneliness when you are facing a particular challenge, because you will have expert advice to answer your issues right at your fingertips. By taking a proactive approach to your training, you’ll have the best chance for achieving your goals with greater focus and fewer excuses. Best of all, by following this program you will be able to step up your game because both your body and mind will be in the best position to attain success. You’ll finally break through the plateaus, set higher goals, and get to the next level while minimizing your risk of injury, burnout, or overtraining.

This unique approach has been enormously beneficial for the San Diego State University athletics department, Oracle/BMW Racing’s America’s Cup Team, USA Water Polo (including the 2012 Gold Medal Women’s Olympic team) and thousands of my private clients. The Step Up Your Game methodology works whether you participate in team sports or individual competition, and applies to all athletic pursuits: triathlete, gym rat, tennis player, swimmer, golfer, and more. The reason its reach is so broad and flexible is that it is organized by core lifestyle principles many athletes intuitively grasp. We know we are supposed to eat right, exercise, and take care of our bodies and minds. Yet without specific guidelines, I’ve found that few people actually put these practices into action, or concentrate on only a few to the detriment of the others. So while you may already be incorporating some of my suggestions into your training, unless you are doing all of the work in concert, you won’t be able to achieve the results you desire.

I have also found that it is one of the best ways to not only train better, but to bring the fun back to your sport as well. When you know that all of the necessary systems have been put in place and that you are covering every aspect of training, you will finally be able to relax and enjoy the entire experience as you work to achieve your healthiest, most athletic self.

The Step Up Your Game Philosophy

Combining my passions for science and athletics were integral for developing this program and for framing my medical practice. I’ve always thought of myself as an athlete. I played competitive football, basketball, and tennis in high school, and club water polo in college. I completed my first marathon in 2006, and have continued to play tennis and water polo throughout the years. I also coach water polo and swimming at the New York Athletic Club’s Saturday Morning Program, which introduces children to various sports in the Olympic tradition.

I can trace the roots of this program back to my youth. In the summer of 1986 I was fourteen years old and attended the Big Orange Basketball Camp at the Carrier Dome in Syracuse, New York. Derrick Coleman, the future New Jersey Net and then high school phenom was on center court right near me showing off his amazing skills to the recruiters, while Syracuse University’s legendary head coach Jim Boeheim was scouting the talent. A strength and conditioning coach had us run suicide drills to enhance our speed, endurance, and agility, and a physician was on hand in case anyone got injured. Even Charles Barkley, one of my basketball idols at that time and then All-Star NBA player, came to the camp and gave a talk to inspire us. I realized then that each of these professionals was there to help me improve. I expected that a coach and the boys in my age group would constitute my team, but to have access to all of these experts, along with my basketball heroes, was more than a luxury: it was exactly what I needed to take my performance from just average to the next level.

I turned out to be correct. I focused on their messages and worked harder that summer than I ever did before. Because of this discipline, every year I got a little bit better. I was able to effortlessly switch from one seasonal sport to another. In college, I started playing water polo. My close friends Craig Pizer and Matt Kaplan had started an intercollegiate water polo club at Colgate University. It was the hardest sport I had ever played, and it transformed my mind and my body. I was still applying the methods I learned at basketball camp, and by the end of the first season I was in the best shape of my life. What’s more, I recognized that the discipline I adopted carried over to the classroom, the laboratory, and eventually to medical school.

My first decision was to forgo the traditional, allopathic (MD) medical training that my father had undergone, and instead study to be an osteopathic (DO) physician. I was attracted to the DO degree because of its unique approach in taking the whole person into account, including physical, emotional and spiritual components, instead of concentrating on specific symptoms or illnesses. Within this context I decided to focus on primary care, where I could continue to practice a preventive approach to avoiding disease, averting injury, and helping patients achieve their highest performance based on the latest research. My training in Family Medicine integrates the biological, clinical, and behavioral sciences to provide continuing and comprehensive health care for all ages, sexes, each organ system, and every disease. I’ve been trained to pay special attention to my patients’ lives within the context of their family and the community. This combination of skills allows me to treat the whole person rather than treating a specific illness or set of symptoms, which is a very different approach than other specialties practice within medicine.

In order to marry my interests of sports and medicine, I completed a fellowship in sports medicine in 2002, with the hope of becoming a team physician. During this time I learned many aspects of sports medicine, ranging from how to direct medical care for various teams at San Diego State University to acting as the medical director for San Diego’s Bayfair World Series of Powerboat Racing—those high speed boats that move well over 200 miles per hour.

One of my first experiences during my fellowship was to cover a clinic for Oracle BMW Racing’s America’s Cup campaign. I introduced myself to the athletic trainer, ready to take care of some of the top sailors in the world. But the first patient to walk in was one of the sailor’s wives who was five months pregnant and was complaining of feeling lightheaded. At that moment I remembered I had delivered fifty babies in my training, and I said to myself, Thank God I am a family physician!

As I went from game to game, sport to sport, boat to dock, I noticed for the first time that all of the elite athletes I treated had one thing in common. In order for them to perform at their highest level, they were never alone: they all required an entourage.

I remember standing on the sidelines of a Division I NCAA football game for San Diego State University, under the lights in Qualcomm Stadium. One of their star starting linebackers was having back issues just as he was supposed to take the field. The athletic trainers and sports doctors, both primary care and orthopedic, were attending to him but were unable to get rid of his pain. Even though I was just in training, I offered to see what I could do. I laid the player on the ground and then proceeded to perform a technique called osteopathic manipulative treatment. After five minutes of working on him, I had him get up and test out his back. Sure enough, my therapy had worked! The player ran onto the field, and on the very next play he got an interception, which completely changed the momentum of the game. The head team orthopedist later came up to me and said, “Naresh, that was your interception: great job.”

That was the moment when I knew exactly what I was intended to do. The similarities between experiencing the support roles when I was a young athlete and witnessing them in action at the college and national team level were striking. For example, at the basketball camp the strength and conditioning coach taught us plyometrics in order for us to learn how to jump higher; the same role would be instrumental in teaching a San Diego State football player how to bench press 300 pounds. This is how I know that every athlete can improve their performance by taking charge of their training and inspecting every aspect of their program to see that key roles are present and working synergistically.

The year after that I completed the first ever Wellness Medicine Fellowship. This program applied everything I had been taught about sports medicine for the average patient, including myself. It turned out to be one of the biggest challenges I had ever faced because I had to live the message. I completed a specialized cardiovascular rehab rotation with Dorian Dugmore, PhD, at the Adidas Wellness Center in Manchester, England. Back home, I went to retreats, including personal growth workshops (very California), medical workshops, and even relationship workshops with my wife. I took spirituality workshops at Innerpath Retreats in Tucson, Arizona, and I learned about addiction at a Professional in Residence Program at the Betty Ford Center. Suddenly, I was no longer viewing myself through the lens of “doctor” or “post-college athlete.” Instead, my goals became about my own performance and how I could improve every single day. I reevaluated my lifestyle and my relationships in order to improve my mental health. And I was able to get back to being an athlete in order to alleviate the stress from my medical training, which is pretty hard on the body and mind. When I learned how to carve out some time for me, I fell in love with playing sports again. Through this transformation I did the best thing I could do for my patients: be well myself and embody what I preach.

While completing this second fellowship, my mentor E. Lee Rice, DO, FAOASM, FAAFP, FACSM, and I, along with a few non-physicians, launched the Lifewellness Institute in San Diego. Lee is one of the pioneering doctors of both sports medicine and wellness, and created corporate wellness programs that have been used across the country. Our practice focused on executive health physicals, exercise and nutrition programs, and concierge medicine. Many of our clients were corporate executives, their families, and elite athletes, all of whom were able to increase their performance as a result of achieving true wellness. We found that if our athletes followed the same guidelines we gave our corporate patients (who are typically interested in longevity, anti-aging, and heart health), their performance improved.

Every day, new research confirms that physical exercise is a highly effective way of treating and preventing the main causes of aging. We found that we can turn this equation on its head, and use lifestyle enhancements to increase performance, without resorting to growth hormone or other hormonal performance enhancing therapies. Instead, by improving nutrition and sleep, lowering internal toxicity, enhancing exercise recovery and fatigue prevention, as well as developing healthy relationships, our athletes excelled. What’s more, by providing the right types of exercise that complement individual training, we learned how to prevent many of the most common problems athletes face in the long run, including ankle, knee, shoulder, and lower back injuries.

Although I loved working with Lee and the team, after ten years it was time to move back to the East Coast to be closer to my family. I joined a sports medicine practice started by my senior resident in family medicine, Clifford Stark, DO, called Sports Medicine at Chelsea in New York City. I started to think about how I could tailor a new wellness protocol based on my own unique view. Today, I use the Step Up Your Game approach for every patient, even for something as minor as a cold. I teach my patients that they are the owner of their health, and by providing them with this framework, they have a tangible way to take care of themselves.

First, we identify where they are at in terms of addressing the nine core categories. I have them visualize each of the nine roles, just like you will learn how to do, so that they can see where the holes are in their own total health program. Then together, we figure out how the nine roles can be implemented.

While I’ve had lots of success using this program with my “average” patients, I’ve found that the athletes I work with benefit the most. Athletes respond because they already have a commitment in their minds to achieve change. According to James O. Prochaska, author of Changing for Good, people who successfully change their behavior go through a series of five stages, and those who are most successful are able to match their goals to their stage of change. These include pre-contemplation, which is the resistance to change, contemplation or the acknowledgment of a problem and a search for a solution; preparation, the planning stage; and action, where the modification of behaviors begins. Finally, the maintenance stage allows them to consolidate the gains made in the action stage and work to prevent relapses. More often than not, the athletes who come to see me are at least in the preparation stage. However, I’ve found that one of the secret successes of my program is its ability to move anyone from contemplation to action as quickly as possible. If you’ve read this far, you are ready for making the changes necessary to step up your game.

The Sports Grid

The following chart, which I call the Sports Grid, is the core resource for beginning this program. This grid is based on the landmark “Classification of Sport” article all sports medicine physicians are taught to commit to memory. In fact, I was taught during my sports medicine fellowship by one of the authors, Dr. Steven Van Camp, a cardiologist who served as president of the American College of Sports Medicine from 1995 to 1996. It was first created in 1985 and most recently updated by the American College of Cardiology Foundation in 2005 at the 36th Bethesda Conference as a way to classify certain sports to determine whether each was reasonably safe to recommend for an athlete with a specific cardiovascular problem. These researchers organized the sports based on their particular dynamic and static exercise characteristics.

The terms dynamic and static exercise characterize activity on the basis of the action of the muscles involved, but I find that they are analogous for our purposes to the terms most athletes are familiar with: aerobic and anaerobic exercise. They characterize activity on the basis of the type of metabolism the muscles use. Most high-intensity static exercise is performed anaerobically, whereas high-intensity dynamic exercise lasting for more than several minutes is performed aerobically. Some dynamic exercises, such as sprinting or jumping, are performed primarily anaerobically. Whether you are a beginner, intermediate, or performing at the expert level, your chosen sport is most often a mixture of aerobic and anaerobic activity.

For our purposes, I have modified the original chart to include a wider variety of sports, and redefined the parameters. My new grid allows you to quantify your activity based on physical effort. Once you determine where your chosen activity falls, you will be able to personalize your program with the latest nutrition and cross-training recommendations that suit your specific needs. You’ll also learn how to analyze your chosen sport and see if you are best suited for it, or if you want to explore other options that might make meeting your fitness goals easier.
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How This Book Works

If there’s one thing I know, it’s that there’s an overabundance of information out there that’s supposed to improve your performance. Sometimes I think that’s what the Internet was created for! Yet this bombardment of information can do more harm than good. Some websites promote really harmful substances or practices. How are we supposed to separate the wheat from the chaff?

My goal, first and foremost, is to help you systematically understand the best practices of each of the nine roles, provide the most professional information based on actual science, and remove the uncertainty and stress that can occur when you get bogged down in the minutiae of opinions or in false information. You can be assured that I’ve done the heavy lifting for you; culling through all of the latest research and presenting it in a way so that you can keep focusing on your goals. This will simplify your training, and you’ll feel supported by the knowledge that everything you need to succeed can be found in this one book. Then, when life throws you a curveball that results in injury or setbacks, you will already have the resources lined up so that you can immediately get back in the game.

This book addresses both the physical and psychological components to attaining peak performance, along with injury prevention, a comprehensive nutrition program, workouts that support any athletic endeavor, and an overall wellness plan by identifying how each of the nine roles plays a part. Its holistic approach also focuses on the importance of spiritual growth and moral integrity, on and off the field. You will meet some of the leaders in these fields, and learn firsthand their tools and tricks which are guaranteed to get results. What’s more, you’ll also meet some of the world’s elite athletes, and learn how these roles have contributed to their success. Contributors include:

•   Adam Krikorian: 2012 US Olympic Committee National Coach of the Year, 2012 Olympic Gold Medal coach, USA Women’s Water Polo

•   Dean Reinmuth: Professional golf coach for Ricky Barnes and Phil Mickelson (early in his career)

•   Ed White: Former NFL football player, College Hall of Fame, San Diego Charger Hall of Fame

•   Elizabeth Armstrong: 2012 Olympic Gold Medalist, USA Women’s Water Polo

•   Heather Fuhr: Professional triathlete, 1997 IRONMAN World Champion, fifteen-time IRONMAN Champion

•   Joe Hippensteel: Physical therapist for professional baseball players, Navy SEALS, and Olympians, former national level decathlete

•   Peter Holmberg: Olympic silver medalist, sailing, and America’s Cup winner in 2007

•   Burt Giges, MD: Past president Association for Applied Sport Psychology; Special consultant for USA Track and Field

•   Roch Frey: Former professional triathlete, coach for 1997 IRONMAN Hawaii Champion Heather Fuhr and 1998 and 2000 IRONMAN Hawaii Champion Peter Reid

•   Shawn Hueglin: Senior sport dietitian, United States Olympic Committee

•   Tony Azevedo: Four time Olympian and 2008, 2012 Captain USA Men’s Water Polo

•   Tucker Dupree: 2012 Paralympian silver medalist, Swimming

•   Wendy Hilliard: Former National Team Rhythmic Gymnast, Inductee, USA Gymnastics Hall of Fame, president of Women’s Sports Foundation

Now, It’s Your Turn

It’s very likely that you have already put a lot of work into your chosen sport. That effort may be paying off, or you might need some assistance getting to the next level. Let me help get you there, simply by teaching you how to allocate your resources—your talent, skill, and focus—to put you in the best position to reach your ultimate goal. That’s the battle.

The good news is that the journey is going to be fun. We will create the ultimate support system that will meet your specific physical and mental needs. Together we can fine-tune your game, sharpen strengths and attack weaknesses. Best of all, you’ll be able to implement a thoughtful plan, just like elite athletes use, that takes into account your daily, weekly, monthly, and yearly needs.

In the next chapter, you’ll take the first step toward greatness. We’ll define what your short- and long-term goals are by creating your unique athletic mission statement. Then, you’ll take a simple quiz to see if you are already addressing any of these roles, and how you can improve on your existing program. You will discover which roles are missing from your training regimen, and how all of the roles fit together in a unique way. Then, you’ll be able to fill in your deficient areas as you learn from the experts in their field. Let’s get started.


CHAPTER 1

CREATING A PLAYBOOK: DETERMINING GOALS, STRENGTHS, AND DEFICIENCIES

If you aren’t going all the way, why go at all?

—Joe Namath

Elite athletes succeed because they follow a plan; let’s call it their playbook. The playbook holds lots of specific information about their sport: the rules, game day tactics, a workout schedule, and important training information which might include a nutrition plan and inspirational guidance. When elite athletes use their playbook they are taking ownership of their training. This careful planning allows them to not only reach the next level of success, but make good decisions along the way.

Think of this book as your playbook. Each of the nine roles in the elite athlete entourage will provide the same information elite athletes have at their disposal. By understanding the domains and responsibilities these roles take on, and how they interconnect, you can develop an individualized program that will build on your strengths and correct your weaknesses. And by following their suggestions, you’ll see real improvements, not only in terms of your athletic performance, but in every facet of your health.

A playbook typically opens with two core ideas: where an athlete wants to go with their skills, and a roadmap for how to get there. Elite athletes are typically goal oriented. They visualize the finish line, the medal, or how it will feel when they realize their dream. Your goals should express what you want to accomplish, whether it’s trying a new sport or taking your game to the next level.

You’re reading this book because you may already have a specific athletic aspiration you’d like to achieve. Or, you might want to learn how to be the best at your sport, or play at your best without incurring injury. Your motivation may come from rekindling an old yearning from youth, being corralled by a group of friends, or just the innate need to get healthy. Regardless of your intentions, if you use the tools of the playbook, you will be able to achieve your aspiration in an organized and safe way.

Your goals will be created from these aspirations. Ultimately, they have to be distinctive, yet they can be broad or specific, quantifiable or qualitative. Their range depends on where you are in terms of athleticism. No matter what you want to achieve, all goals are valid, including:

•   To be more physically fit or more healthy

•   To join a gym

•   To work out more often and on a regular schedule

•   To improve your tennis game and be ranked a 3.5 instead of a 3.0

•   To run an eight-minute mile

•   To make a high school/college varsity team

•   To win a gold medal at the Olympics

We can start to fill in your playbook by parsing out your real goals from your current aspirations: identifying exactly what you want to achieve in both long-term and short-term increments. This exercise falls into two parts: first, creating an overarching athletic mission statement, then defining your specific goals. Together, these strategies will provide the necessary guidance for your journey toward athletic excellence.

The Athletic Mission Statement

Whether your particular aspiration is big or small, you first need to recognize why you want to accomplish it and how you envision yourself achieving it. The tool elite athletes use for uncovering this information is creating a mission statement. Your goals are the momentary steps that will change as you progress, but your mission statement is your greatest motivation, and forms the basis of how you want to live your life on and off the field.

Everyone has a particular mission in life, whether they know it or not. Those who do not fully realize this are less likely to achieve their specific goals. That’s because when you are fully aware of your mission, it’s easier to get passionate about achieving your goals, which is the greatest internal motivator. And when you’re highly motivated, you may find that your performance becomes natural and effortless, which is the secret to ensuring athletic success.

Creating a mission statement helps to solidify your mission by reflecting back your core values. It can identify the underlying causes of behaviors, as well as motivate you to create behavioral change. As Stephen Covey wrote in The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, a mission statement “defines the personal, moral, and ethical guidelines within which you can most happily express and fulfill yourself.” In terms of athletics, I believe that a mission statement answers the question, “How can I reveal my true potential?”

Some elite athletes use their mission statement as their mantra, and find that it is one of their best motivators. I teach this skill to my athletic patients in order to help them refocus their goals and priorities, and identify the obstacles that may be blocking their path. What’s more, I’ve found that when they can tell others about their intentions by sharing their mission statement, they are more likely to succeed. This is particularly true when they tell their entourage. By doing so, they ensure that everyone who is managing their training is literally on the same page.

A mission statement is very personal; it is your reason for being, and probably the underlying thoughts that drew you to this book in the first place. Determining it requires a bit of self-exploration and acceptance as well as an opportunity to create new dreams and possibilities. It also gives you a moral grounding so that when you are faced with challenges, you can overcome them. Every decision you make is either consistent with your mission statement and goals, or is not. For example, if your mission statement is “I want to be my healthiest self,” you can measure every meal next to your mission statement. If you choose to booze it up before a competition, that’s your choice, but it’s not consistent with your mission statement. And when your friends want to go to the “all you can eat” buffet you can use your mission statement to guide you toward making better food choices.

Exercise #1: Creating an Elite Athlete’s Mission Statement

We can begin the process of creating a mission statement by clearing the mind of all other extraneous thoughts. I like to have my patients do a little meditating for ten minutes or so, or just some deep breathing. There are many ways to meditate, and if you ask twenty people who know how to meditate for instructions, you likely will get twenty different answers. It does not need to be complicated: Find a comfortable place where you can be alone. Turn off all technology. Some athletes like to meditate on their game field. For example, you may choose to sit at the tennis court, walk along a track or your running route, or simply be at home.

The following meditation exercise will help you pinpoint what your mission statement should include:

1.   Meditative breathing—Breathe in through your nose, then out through your mouth. Feel your abdomen rise with every inhalation. The exhalation should be without effort. Continue to breathe this way for two minutes. You should start to become more relaxed. Let the mind go as you concentrate on your breathing for the next eight minutes. Feel the sensation of deep relaxation, and do not worry about remembering anything that pops into and out of your head.

2.   Visualization—In your mind’s eye form a mental picture of what the ideal outcome looks like when you are achieving your goals. It may be crossing the finish line, shaking hands with your opponents on the field, or getting a medal on the podium. Fill in as many details as possible. If you have difficulty creating your own mental picture, find one in a magazine or on the Internet that inspires you. Hold that image in your hand, or in your mind, for two full minutes.

3.   Interpretation—Quickly, write down the first thirty words that come to mind that are related to your chosen sport in the grid below. Don’t think too much about them; just write the words down. These thirty words are an investigation into your aspirations. Within this list it’s very likely to find some words that are representative of your goals, but you could be surprised by some of the words that surface. Remember, there are no wrong answers! Cross out any negative words that come up. While they are important to get off your chest, they won’t serve you well moving forward. Then, circle the words that most closely match your goals.

Aspirational Words

[image: image]

Following the meditation exercise, the next step is to uncover your core values. These are the ideals that you can’t live without that are specific to your athletic pursuits. They can be descriptive words of how your sport makes you feel. Or it can be the ideal that you are working toward achieving. It could be self-love. It could be feeling connected, it could be your love for being part of a team.

Review the following list and identify the five words that best describe your core values:



	
Accomplishment


	
Achieving





	
Action-oriented


	
Appreciation





	
Ardent


	
Belief





	
Careful


	
Caring





	
Clean


	
Credible





	
Daring


	
Dedicated





	
Dependable


	
Determined





	
Durable


	
Energetic





	
Enthusiastic


	
Ethical





	
Equality


	
Excellence





	
Faithful


	
Fearless





	
Finesse


	
Forgiveness





	
Formidable


	
Free-thinking





	
Fun


	
Generous





	
Genuine


	
Good





	
Gracious


	
Grateful





	
Happy


	
Helpful





	
Honest


	
Honorable





	
Hope


	
Imagination





	
Integrity


	
Intelligence





	
Joyful


	
Kindness





	
Knowledge


	
Lasting





	
Learning


	
Legacy





	
Love


	
Malleable





	
Mastery


	
Meaningful





	
Memorable


	
Nimble





	
Noble


	
Novel





	
Nurturing


	
Obedient





	
Objective


	
Openness





	
Opportunity


	
Optimistic





	
Organization


	
Original





	
Outstanding


	
Performance





	
Perseverance


	
Persistent





	
Planning


	
Professionalism





	
Resourceful


	
Stability





	
Strength


	
Sturdy





	
Togetherness


	
Tough





	
Truth


	
Unity





	
Valiant


	
Vigorous





	
Wisdom


	
Youthful





	
Zen


	





Record your five core values nearby:

1.



2.



3.



4.



5.



With your core values and your aspirational words in mind, write down answers to the following questions:

How do you want to be remembered?



What matters most to you?



What are your family’s values?



How would you define success?



What does happiness feel like when you are playing your chosen sport?



What would your friends, spouse, or partner say about your athletic venture?



What would your children say about your athletic venture?



If you were thirty years older, what would you say to your present day self?



Next, write three successes you’ve already achieved in your sport, as well as three failures. This part of the exercise will help you remember the highs and the lows of your athletic career, and how you much you have already endured to get to where you are today.

If you are thinking about transitioning from one sport to another, or have never played a sport and want to start playing one, envision being in that sport and imagine three successes and failures, or think about a star in that sport and research their three biggest successes and failures.

Successes

1.



2.



3.



Failures

1.



2.



3.



Your mission statement is why you’re striving toward your goals, doing the hard work. Review your aspirational words, your core values, the answers to the reflective questions, your previous successes and failures. Is there an overall theme? What is the underlying motivation? The answer to this question becomes your personal athletic mission statement. The last step is to distill your athletic mission statement into no more than fifteen words. Memorize it; own it. Whenever you get down, remember your mission statement, and remind yourself why you are invested in your chosen sport. This process may take a few days, some a few weeks. Take whatever time you need: it is vitally important to be completely honest and not rush it.

Some of the most common mission statements I’ve heard include:

•   “To be healthy”

•   “To get back to what I enjoy”

•   “To explore my athletic potential”

My Athletic Mission Statement:

Meet Michael

Michael is a twenty-five-year-old stock broker who ran cross country in college. He has been working hard at building his career since graduating, and he came to see me because he wanted to start running again. He wants to get back into shape, and he’s motivated by his girlfriend, Lisa, who also runs and wants to find an activity they can do together.

Michael and I sat down for a consultation. We decided to go through the entire mission statement exercise. After ten minutes of meditation, he wrote down the following and quickly edited out the negative words:

Aspirational Words

[image: image]

Five Core Values

1. Joyful

2. Durable

3. Togetherness

4. Performance

5. Lasting

Michael then answered the reflective questions:

-   I want to be remembered for running with a smile.

-   Running with my girlfriend is important to me because it would add another positive dimension to our relationship.

-   My family values have always been about being athletic.

-   Success to me means to run as many races as I can and have fun.

-   I was always happy when I was running as a kid.

-   My girlfriend believes that running is in me.

-   When I have children, I want them to think, “Dad is a great runner!”

-   Keep running for fun and with passion, and do not run hurt!

Three Successes:

-   Made the varsity team in high school in the tenth grade

-   Beat rival in college

-   Made captain of team in college

Three Failures:

-   Missed making regionals in high school

-   Disqualified a few times for false starts

-   Overtrained senior year and got injured and missed last half of season

Using these data, Michael and I came up with the following:

Michael’s Athletic Mission Statement: to cross each finish line with joy and a sense of togetherness.

Setting the Right Goals

The goal-setting process can help athletes understand their current level of mastery and where they want to go. There are two types of goals: subjective and objective. Subjective goals are not related to a specific improvement of skills, but correlated to trying one’s best. Objective goals are performance-based and can help athletes focus and improve technical and tactical skills. For example, an objective goal is decreasing time in a swimming event.
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