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For the countless thousands of athletes, coaches, and other people in all walks of life who have blessed me with the opportunity to learn from them, to grow with them, and to support their journeys toward excellence and mastery.

For those who read this book and have some small seed planted that might be cultivated into something fruitful and useful in their lives.

My fervent desire is that after I am gone this book might live on as a continuation of the intention of my life’s work, which is to help people live more productive, peaceful, and fulfilled lives.






FOREWORD

I first met Jeff Troesch through an ex-girlfriend. At the time I was ranked No. 1 in the nation in track and field’s 800-meter event, and I had the honor of dating my female counterpart, one of the USA’s best female half-milers. Jeff was helping her achieve her athletic potential, which I thought was nice, but I assumed sports psychology was not something that I needed. I mean, heck, I was already the best in the country!

But I didn’t just want to be the best in my country, I wanted to be the best in the world.

Sadly, the relationship didn’t last. Yet one of the first calls I made after the breakup was to Jeff: Can you help me be better? Thus began a partnership and a friendship that would reshape my life.

I had always assumed that sports psychology was just visualization and positive self-talk. While there are athletes who need to learn these skills, I did not struggle in these areas. Where I struggled most was in accepting and embracing the lifestyle of a professional distance runner. If I was happy off the track, I performed well on the track. Family issues, romantic relationships, business problems—these are all things I had to deal with off the track, and they had the potential to derail me mentally. Each time a new problem would creep up, Jeff and I would talk through the issue. I’d leave the conversation with a new mental framework and a healthier mindset, and I’d go on to crush my next workout or race.

Over the next few years Jeff helped me reframe my attitude toward my athletic career. I learned to enjoy the process and to put an emphasis on my daily goals (get sleep, eat healthily, have a good workout) rather than constantly obsessing over the long-term goals (winning medals). Of course, focusing on the little daily wins ultimately led to the big wins, as Jeff knew it would!

Jeff taught me how to control my emotions and harness some of my other weaknesses, even turning some of them into strengths. I am prone to mentally spiral when I feel something unjust has happened to me—for example, my agent messed up my travel, the meet director put me in the wrong hotel, an athlete who has previously tested positive for drugs is in my race. Unfavorable situations like these had a tendency to completely derail my entire race preparation. “You’re going to defeat yourself before you even step on the track!” Jeff would say. And of course he was right. If I wasn’t careful I would expend so much energy worrying about trivial problems that I would end up drained before the race even started.

I knew my issues were not unique—Jeff had seen them many times before in many other athletes. But he never tried to hit me with a one-size-fits-all manual. Instead he took the time to understand me as an athlete and as a person.

What makes this clock tick? I imagine Jeff asking himself that every time he meets a new athlete. No two athletes are alike; as such, there are no magic spells to make an athlete perform better. But what Jeff has put in these pages are as close to magic as you will find.

As you read One Day Better there will be little bits and pieces of wisdom that stick with you. I call these “Troesch nuggets,” and I still carry many of them around with me today. In fact, I am writing this from Mount Everest Base Camp in advance of my attempt to summit the tallest mountain in the world. With each step I hear Jeff in my ear, “Control the things you can control, don’t sweat the other stuff,” “Roll with the punches the mountain gives you…”

These nuggets stay with you, they attach to your soul, and they are trying to tell you something. Listen to them, learn, and improve. Then go on to achieve your full potential—this is all that we can ask of ourselves on the playing field and in life.

NICK SYMMONDS

2-time Olympian

World Championship Silver Medalist






PREFACE

My entire life, I have been drawn to sports and the dynamics that exist beyond its physical and mechanical elements. Even as a young kid I was intrigued by how to optimize communication within teams, how to be an effective leader among my peers, and how to understand coach–athlete relationships. My curiosity was rewarded, as even before I started my professional consulting career, people sought me out for input or advice. By the time I began pursuing my undergraduate degree in business administration at Washington State University in 1978, I was befriended by several student-athletes on campus despite the fact that I had long ago given up my own pursuit of higher-level athletics.

Upon my graduation, I was hired by the Seattle SuperSonics NBA franchise as an assistant Media Relations Director and soon became Director of Media Relations. This role thrust me into situations where I was interacting with members of the NBA on a daily basis—some of whom I befriended and became a confidant to. What was clear was that many of these high-profile athletes had nowhere “safe” to turn to talk about the challenges that they were facing on and off the court, and I was used in some capacity by several of them. When the SuperSonics were sold to a new owner, I was fired and told it was because I was “too close to the athletes.”

When I returned to graduate school at Washington State, I pursued an advanced degree in counseling psychology, taking additional courses in sport and exercise psychology. This was at a time when there were only a handful of sport psychology degrees offered in the US, as in 1987 the profession was in its infant stages.

Fast-forward nearly forty years, and I have made a career out of leveraging my counseling psychology degree and my affinity for interacting with athletes. I feel as though I am reasonably unique in that all I have done is work with and alongside athletes, coaches, sports organizations, and an occasional corporate entity. I have not taught at a university, I have not written books (until now!), and I have not created materials or podcasts or manuals. What I have done is gotten in the trenches of athletic environments and labored alongside the many thousands of clients that I have been fortunate to meet and assist.

I have spent almost four decades developing expertise and gathering anecdotal data on how the best in the world have gone from good to great and observing how many of those who had similar aspirations never made it to their metaphorical mountaintop. I have seen those who had early success and “couldn’t miss” at a young age flame out and never be heard from again. I have seen late-blooming, “no chance” young athletes on their inexorable climbs to achieving personal successes about which they hadn’t even dared to dream. I have seen older athletes resurrect their careers for one last good ride, and I’ve seen younger, high-performing athletes forfeit their long-term potential because of poor habits, poor decisions, a lack of discipline, or a lack of clarity of direction.

I have worked with CEOs down through lower-level managers of Fortune 500 companies and small businesses. I have worked with everyday people—the “weekend warriors”—who are just looking to get a little better at their chosen avocation. I have worked with very young, aspiring athletes who were among the best in the world at their respective ages. I have worked with athletes who presented themselves as very average in their skill set when I first encountered them. I have also been fortunate to have accompanied the best of the best: multiple medal winners in a number of Olympic Games in a wide variety of sports, World Cup soccer winners, winners of the World Series in baseball, winners of the Super Bowl in football, NBA Championship winners, winners of NHL’s Stanley Cup, winners of multiple majors in professional tennis on both the men’s (ATP) and women’s (WTA) tours, and multiple major winners on both men’s (PGA) and women’s (LPGA) golf tours.

To the best of my recollection, what follows is a list of the sports within which I have consulted: aerial skiing, alpine skiing, American football, Aquabike, archery, Australian football, auto racing, badminton, barefoot waterskiing, baseball, BASE jumping, basketball, beach volleyball, biathlon, big wave surfing, billiards, BMX, bodybuilding, bowling, boxing, cage fighting, Canadian football, chess, cricket, cross-country skiing, curling, cycling, decathlon, disc golf, discus, diving, downhill skiing, downhill mountain biking, equestrian, fencing, field hockey, figure skating, free diving, golf, gymnastics, hammer throw, heptathlon, high diving, high jump, horse polo, hurdles, ice hockey, jai alai, javelin, jiujitsu, judo, karate, kiteboarding, kitesurfing, lacrosse, long jump, luge, marathon, middle-distance running, motocross, open water swimming, pickleball, pole vault, powerlifting, racewalking, racquetball, rodeo events, rowing, shot put, snowboarding, soccer, softball, speed skating, sprint, squash, steeplechase, stock car racing, surfing, swimming, synchronized swimming, table tennis, target shooting, tennis, triathlon, triple jump, ultramarathon, volleyball, water polo, waterskiing, weight lifting, windsurfing, and wrestling.

Interestingly, while each and every sport presents its own unique challenges and opportunities, a large percentage of mental skills development have application in any sport experience.

I decided to write One Day Better because I have been blessed with a unique opportunity to be inside the room with (and inside the heads of) these high-achieving coaches, organizations, teams, and athletes. Generally speaking, when consulting with me, people are quite vulnerable and reveal their unedited truths, frequently sharing things that they don’t reveal to others. It has been a humbling “peek under the hood” at what goes on inside the human element of the athlete development business.

This book may be disappointing to some who are looking for a “tell-all” about the athletes with whom I’ve worked. I do not name names in this book. In fact, ever since I started working with high-profile athletes back in the 1980s, I made a decision to never publicly reveal my clients. I encountered far too many athletes who were suspicious of the motives of the people in their “circle,” as they often thought (sometimes rightly so) that others were using their fame and their name to market or promote themselves. Many people in my industry reveal who they work with, and I have no judgment around that. I just know that I’ve felt very comfortable letting clients know from Day One that I would not expose our relationship. If they felt inclined to share that we worked together, that was at their discretion, and I will remain true to that principle here.

After having so many people encourage me to write a book for so many years, why this book now? In accumulating interesting and useful information about sport performance since the 1980s, I wanted to make sure that the information I have gathered and learned was distributed. I wanted to share it in the event it could be useful to others in the future—whether mental coaches, athletic coaches, athletes, parents, or everyday people. Much contained here has been helpful to me and to so many with whom I’ve worked in the past. I did not want these lessons learned to just vanish when I one day leave the world of mental training. My fervent desire is that the lessons will be found useful by those who read them.






INTRODUCTION

The world of sport has expanded its understanding and acknowledgment of the powerful role of an athlete’s mentality and adopted a greater acceptance and appreciation for the impact of mental skills training. However, when I listen to broadcasters, sports fans, and everyday people extol the mental virtues of professional athletes, I find it comical that these athletes are attributed innate characteristics and strengths, as if the athlete was just born to be great. Roger Federer, who many would argue was one of the top tennis players of all time, was notable for his stoicism on the court and his seemingly unflappable disposition. However, if you pick up his own account of the development of his mental discipline in his autobiography, The Master, you can read the reference wherein “Federer is widely perceived as a ‘natural,’ and yet he is a meticulous planner who has learned to embrace routine and self-discipline.”

These athletes were not gifted with some exceptional ability to perform under pressure—their abilities and skills have typically been trained and honed intentionally and purposefully. These same skills that guide champions to the pinnacles of their respective sports are the same skills that also provide essential foundations for the leaders in business, in industry, in medicine, and in virtually every other aspect of professional or personal life. These skills can be learned and practiced and acquired.

If you hired me to work with you, I would likely begin the process by having you complete a short assessment on your ability to navigate a variety of challenges—you’ll find it (What’s Holding You Back?) in the appendix. This can help jump-start our work, as the client usually presents in rough form the pertinent topics that they would like to prioritize in our work. From there, I generally meet with clients initially on a biweekly or monthly basis for a short period of time to narrow our work to the specific challenges that are unique to their situation. Early on, the process involves education and exploration of many of the concepts found in this book. We then work toward building strategies for implementation, feedback loops to check the effectiveness of what is being worked on, and guidance on how to continue to practice and train these concepts. Ultimately, we are amassing the reps required to establish intentionally applied strategies, behaviors, or habits.

As a mental performance specialist, there are also times when I’m asked to assist in a personal or corporate “crisis” to help guide an individual, team, or organization through strategies and steps to defuse a volatile situation and assist with restabilizing. However, even in these highly consequential situations, the concepts contained within this book are helpful and impactful.

Some elements of this book will not be applicable to you. This reality is in stark contrast to my effort over the years to make every interaction with my clients distinctly meaningful, customized, and applicable. Because I am not sitting with you, making observations, and tailoring the process to your unique challenges, it’s up to you to review each concept thoughtfully and with an open mind to determine whether or not it is applicable or helpful to you. One Day Better is a toolbox, and it’s your job to determine which concepts might work most effectively in the situation that presents itself uniquely to you.

Many of these concepts overlap, and we will repeatedly revisit a topic like attentional control or improved confidence, considering different angles. You will notice common denominators, such as being intentional with getting quality repetitions in training, working on being present through mindfulness or attentional training, and changing internal self-talk to improve stress tolerance and reduce triggering anxiety or distractibility.

I have been purposeful in not being overly directive or prescriptive with these concepts. Lasting, impactful mental performance acquisition is not one-size-fits-all, nor is it a simple proposition of following five easy steps. You will find a plethora of mental training “packages” that promise growth and improvement through platitudes, generalizations, and “quick-fix” promises. In contrast, I am hoping you will embark on an effort to successfully unpack your thoughts and emotions, leaning into the specificity, nuances, and tension that can be understood by you and managed differently. How these concepts apply to you, what they mean for you, is uniquely individual and comes from within each person. I intend to assist you by offering useful insights and increased awareness, rather than just deliver interesting information.

I want One Day Better to instigate and inspire your own internal exploration and contemplation. I suggest that you read no more than two or three concepts at a time and it’s not necessary to read in a particular order. In consulting with athletes, I suggest just a couple of concepts at a time to facilitate reflection or application. As you reflect on a particular concept, consider:


	Are there areas of opportunity for greater awareness and discovery?

	Is there an opportunity for growth through application?

	How might this concept have been helpful to you in a previously encountered situation?

	
How might this concept potentially be helpful in something that you are currently experiencing or are likely to experience in the future?

	How might you expand your knowledge about this particular concept outside of this book?



My greatest joy related to this project would be to learn that the people who have purchased it have highlighted multiple sections and scribbled notes in the margins, and discussed these ideas with their families, teams, or co-workers.

Despite the simplicity in many of these concepts, I also want to acknowledge how difficult it can be to implement them. I teach and work with these concepts every single day, and many of them remain a work in progress for me. I continue to have a difficult time “walking my talk” with several of these principles. Most of these concepts are about becoming rather than arriving—there is not an actual landing point that constitutes finality, perfection, or “The End.” Self-actualization and growth are meant to be a lifelong pursuit, and the real challenge is to remain engaged for the entirety of your life. It’s my sincere hope that a handful of these ideas might inspire your own growth, healthy change, and insight, somehow enhancing the quality of your life.






1 ONE DAY BETTER


“ONE DAY BETTER” IS THE hallmark of a growth mindset. It is all about your path toward mastery or excellence, which is not necessarily the same as you working toward achieving an outcome.

Early in my career I was focused on helping athletes and clients develop and work toward achieving SMART goals. The idea of Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Time-Oriented goals was among the concepts that I was taught in graduate school as foundational to the toolbox of a mental performance coach and subsequently their clients. But as time went on, I began paying more attention to what my clients were teaching me. I noticed that many of the individuals I was working with were constantly anxious about the gap between where they were that day and where they thought they needed to be in relation to their goals. A lot of them seemed relieved by the challenge I gave them to bring a little more each day, adding a little more wisdom or experience to their developmental process. Thus, I started speaking to the notion of getting a little better each day, with clear intention of the daily gains and an acknowledgment of those gains at the end of the day. This idea seemed to keep athletes appreciating their small daily “wins” and kept them on track toward what they were attempting to master.

In the years since, studies have shown that there is little evidence to support the idea that SMART goals enhance performance. There are many other paths to the top of the mountain.

I invite you to embark on a sustained effort to be one day better, every day.

There are a lot of similar refrains in the echelons of mental training, such as the concept of being 1 percent better each day. Mental training requires specificity and accuracy, so I don’t like this 1 percent goal. Obviously, you cannot expect to be 100 percent better in 100 days—you could conceivably be 100 days better, but it’s unlikely that you will be 100 percent better.

Rather than worrying about whether you’ll be good enough two years from now to achieve a two-year goal, you can work to be 730 days better. If in 730 days you have made 730 days of progress, then you’ve done absolutely all that you can. It’s going to be as “good” as it could possibly be in that time frame. Is that “good enough” to satisfy your goal? You’ll find out in 730 days! Make this your intention and focus your energy on what is right in front of you today.

Here’s how you can put it into practice. Approach the day with an intention of what you will do. At the end of the day, ask yourself, What have I learned? On the days when things go well, that One Day Better mentality generates positive feelings and emotions, and the lesson is often readily apparent. However, there will be days when you didn’t perform very well… maybe you underachieved or lost badly. Make the choice to accept what happened and work to translate it into wisdom. The days when things don’t go well are still One Day Better days, once we look past the frustration or pain that nearly always accompanies a rough day, and we can extract a lesson about what didn’t go well—and why. You are now wiser and more experienced than you were yesterday. Sometimes One Day Better feels nice, and sometimes it feels painful. Either way, if you apply the lesson to tomorrow’s tasks, you are better than you were yesterday. That’s as complicated as it needs to get unless you value a more formalized process. In that case, you can take daily notes and keep them in a phone or journal so you have a go-to place where you gather evidence about your progress. Whatever your daily experience, there is a lesson to apply going forward—you are one day wiser. Start again tomorrow with the renewed intention to be better than the day before.






2 COMMIT TO MASTERY


ANY TIME YOU ARE LEARNING a new skill, there are stages to its acquisition. Bringing awareness to this process helps an individual to progress toward mastery.

There is a popularized learning model known loosely as the Model of Conscious Competence. Purportedly, it first appeared as a concept in the early 1960s, and for decades it was taught in a variety of settings to assist in understanding how people learn skills and advance toward mastery. There are different nuances, but it is generally taught as four stages. In the early days of my career, while working with colleagues on the development and evolution of new approaches to mental skills training for athletes, we utilized this concept but created what we felt was a crucial interim step in the process that helped us describe what we were experiencing in observing athlete and team skill development. The five-stage process that we developed follows:

1. Unconsciously Incompetent: You are not very good, and you don’t know why. In this beginning stage there are innumerable things you don’t know yet, and sometimes you don’t know what you don’t know! Even the things you do know are initially clumsy, difficult, and often confusing and challenging.

2. Consciously Incompetent: You are starting to know why you are not yet good at what you do. This next stage is when you are still not proficient, but you are gaining clarity on what to work on. In sport, this is often the late beginner to moderately skilled stage and is characterized by the athlete addressing specific deficient areas of skill and likely “bulk practicing” to get multiple repetitions to build competency.

3. Unconsciously Competent: You are good at what you do but not fully aware of how you generate competency on a regular basis. This is the interim step to which I alluded above. Many athletes with reasonable skill sets and competencies are unaware of the mechanisms in place that help them prepare optimally and/or perform well. When pressed, often these athletes are unable to give concrete answers about how they have achieved their level or how they were successful in a practice or competition. This is exemplified when an athlete will look puzzled or uncertain about why they are as good as they are or did as well as they did and perhaps respond:


“I just woke up feeling great today.”

“I don’t know what happened today—it all just clicked.”

“I can’t believe that went so well—I’m not sure why.”



This is the point when, in my professional experience, a lot of athletes seek out someone like me to be a part of their team and help them identify the specific variables that make them play well so they can replicate their successes intentionally and as often as possible.

4. Consciously Competent: You are good at what you do, and you are also aware of the mechanisms or systems you want to put into place to optimally prepare for competition or to compete in a more consistent and conscious fashion. You know how to “get yourself there” and how to sustain competency—making adjustments if things start to falter.

5. Unconsciously Consciously Competent: Your technique, skill, or knowledge is now engrained, completely habitual. You are unconsciously executing with competency, with efficiency, and with ease. An easy analogy here is the example of driving a car. Most people get to a level of proficiency and competency where they remain unconscious to the slight adjustments of the steering wheel, brakes, and gas pedal that are occurring at all times. The skill becomes “automatic” and very little thinking is required in order to be reasonably successful. This is the ultimate state to which athletes aspire, and many highly skilled athletes do find themselves at times in this “flow” state when they are simply executing and not actively thinking about it.

Like many aspects in our practice, this is simple but difficult. Many individuals begin the progression and never become unconsciously consciously competent. Most people stop at step 3—unconscious competence. For these individuals, exhibiting competency will be inconsistent and intermittently out of their control.

What are the mechanisms that help you achieve the highest level of competency? At the higher levels of sport and business, there are many people who operate at step 4, conscious competence, with consistency. They can extract information from their daily experiences that makes them aware of how they generate competence—they are clear about the ways in which they are One Day Better.

Make it your goal to progress toward conscious competence. Mastery looks different for each of us, but it always starts with a high level of awareness and a willingness to extract and apply the lessons learned as skills and competencies are being developed.






3 EFFECTIVE VS. RIGHT


OVER NEARLY FOUR DECADES OF consulting with athletes, I’ve learned the importance of differentiating right from effective. There is no one “right” way to do anything.

As I have witnessed, there is no one right way to do mental training. There is no one right way to exercise or get fit. There is no one right or proper way to train technically, mechanically, or tactically. There is no one right technique or one right way to eat properly or recover optimally. Instead of trying to do it “right” or get it “right,” I want the clients with whom I work to train and develop and compete in the ways that are most effective—for them.

The Halls of Fame in virtually every sport demonstrate that there is not a simple or singular formula for how to be successful. There are dozens of different golf swings and putting strokes among the all-time best golfers. The great pitchers in the game of baseball have used a broad spectrum of methods to rise to the top of their craft. There are multiple examples of highly successful athletes with unconventional shooting styles in basketball, field hockey, water polo, and lacrosse. There is a plethora of running forms among international champions in track and distance racing. The list could go on and on.

I want each and every athlete to approach the task at hand being less concerned about getting it right and more focused on learning what is effective for them. A large majority of the athletes I have worked with have been extremely high achievers in multiple arenas, not just in sports. Many approach most everything in their lives in a way that is borderline perfectionistic, which can manifest as being distracted and worried about getting something wrong or being fearful to make a decision or try something new. They want to know they’re going to get it right before they are willing to make changes.

Instead, I encourage athletes and coaches to be open-minded to the idea that it’s their job to figure out what’s most effective for them. This is only discovered through trial and error, through failing and learning—and through experiencing success and having an accurate understanding of how that success was achieved. Only then can an intentional attempt to replicate those successes happen. Through this process, the athlete homes in on an awareness of what works best for them.






4 MENTAL DISCIPLINE MATTERS MORE THAN TOUGHNESS


MENTAL TOUGHNESS IS A COMMONLY used catch-all phrase to describe certain characteristics associated with training and competing when it is difficult. Many athletes don’t feel “tough” and aren’t sure how to exhibit mental toughness traits. It can come as a huge relief to some of my clients to find out that I am not necessarily concerned about or interested in how tough they can be. In my experience, an athlete doesn’t necessarily have to feel tough in order to manage challenges well. The construct of mental discipline is the common denominator.

Mental discipline is more valuable than toughness. There are plenty of people, myself included, who might be considered “soft” or not tough and yet they are incredibly disciplined. Just as an athlete is asking themselves to be disciplined with their technique or mechanics, I am also advocating that being disciplined mentally is how one generates a consistent internal environment.

One of the most basic and foundational elements of all that I teach is the notion that our actions are often influenced by our emotions or feelings, and our feelings are nearly always triggered by our thoughts. It looks like this:

[image: A schematic illustrates the relationship between thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in a sequential process.]

This chain reaction is set in motion when something happens and we process it by thinking about it or evaluating it, have feelings about it, and then act accordingly. The key takeaway here is that circumstances and situations don’t create feelings. Often, what creates feelings and emotions is how we choose to interpret what we’re experiencing. When the ref makes a bad call, it doesn’t make you mad. It’s what you think about what the ref should have done that results in anger. Missing a shot or making an error doesn’t create frustration. It’s your thoughts about it that generate the frustration. It is not that your emotion is unwarranted, but for better or worse, your thought patterns helped to create that emotion.

Mental discipline requires that we learn to become less reactive and choose to respond in a disciplined manner. It is helpful to slow the process down, examine our thinking, and respond with intelligence and intention.

My recommendation is often to work this model backward in order to have greater insight and understanding. In other words, first examine a particular behavior (e.g., my putting stroke was quick, my racket speed slowed down, I didn’t follow through on my shot), and then examine the emotion that might have preceded it (e.g., I felt nervous, I was underconfident, I was scared).

What were the thoughts that preceded the emotions?


I have to make this putt.

I can’t keep missing my forehand.

If I miss this shot, we might lose.



These thoughts are the ones that created a domino effect that contributed to poor performance.

Through a disciplined approach to changing those thoughts in those moments, we are able to direct our thoughts into actions that give us a better chance for success.


Of course I’d like to make this putt—let’s put a good stroke on it and feel the speed.

I want to rip my forehand with full racket speed—this gives me the best chance to hit a good shot.

I will make sure to feel a good leg bend and follow through on my free throw.



These are just some examples that might be helpful for a golfer, tennis player, or basketball player.

Ultimately, it is not just being “tough” in those situations; it’s being disciplined with the internal environment that helps you as an athlete act in the way that is most likely to bring success.






5 RESPONSE ABILITY


WE HAVE THE ABILITY TO respond in any way we choose to any circumstance we find ourselves in. So, when people talk about taking responsibility, I use wordplay to help them understand their ability to respond—their “response ability.”

Generally speaking, in sport there will often be talk about how the officials did something, or how my opponent did this, or how my coach or teammate did that. Regardless of what happens, you still have the ability to respond to any circumstance in any way you choose. This is why I want to make sure everyone with whom I work takes ownership and responsibility and exercises their ability to respond.

When people don’t recognize their options, their ability to adapt and adjust to whatever circumstance just befell them, they sometimes will end up playing the victim. They won’t feel like they’re in control of their next steps. In reality, there are things you can take control of, but it’s easy to be distracted by things that can’t be controlled—what just happened to you, why it happened, or who was to blame. An athlete might even internalize a situation and their own role in it—they are so frustrated about what they did that they don’t recognize that they have an opportunity to pivot and make an adjustment. It’s common to get caught up in anger or frustration—and in emotions rather than action.

When you’re in the middle of a competition and you feel mad or frustrated, that reaction distracts you from the all-important question: What do I do next? It’s a question that demands an intelligent and thoughtful response, not an emotional response.

Understanding your emotions is a part of life and sport. Emotions can often influence your response, but we want to minimize that influence. You want your response to be intentional so you can take full advantage of circumstances over which you have some influence or control.

If you withdraw and feel sorry for yourself or point the finger at someone else, how is that helping you get better? How is that improving your circumstances? Maybe it temporarily satisfies something inside of you, but it probably doesn’t help you move in the direction you want to go.

To better facilitate our ability to respond rather than simply react, it helps to create a gap between what happens and our response. When we create space between the stimulus and the response, we can be more thoughtful about how we choose to respond. As human beings, we are all likely to have some deficits in this area. On a day-to-day or hour-by-hour basis, be intentional about responding rather than reacting, about being thoughtful rather than emotional. Specific practice around this is foundational to the mental skill development that leads to more consistently applied mental discipline.






6 TRUST VS. COMMITMENT


WOULDN’T YOU LIKE TO BE so confident in your game that you could simply “trust your swing” or “be loose and pass it” or “free it up,” as many of my fellow mental-game gurus would advocate? Sure, it sounds good in theory, but how do you trust your swing or pass or shot if you’re struggling? How do you trust you’re going to make this putt if you’ve missed four just like it in the lead-up to this moment? How do you trust you’re going to make a good pass if you’ve turned it over on your last two possessions? How do you trust your shot if you’ve missed your last three attempts? The answer is: You don’t need to trust.

I’d like you to have trust, and I’d love it if all the athletes with whom I work trusted their execution in those moments completely. This would make their minds less cluttered, create less worry, and probably inspire them to new heights of confidence and success. However, virtually 100 percent of the athletes with whom I’ve worked have times when they don’t trust one aspect of their game or another. That’s when commitment becomes important.

Committing to a plan of action, a shot selection, or a tactic, and then actually executing in that moment with authority, helps develop trust. Without commitment, there is the tendency to be mentally distracted, have doubts, and second-guess yourself prior to executing. While the full trust that “all will be well” may not be achieved, with commitment you give yourself the best chance for something good to happen.

Former PGA Tour golfer Payne Stewart said, “Better to commit to the wrong thing in golf than to be uncommitted to the correct thing.” So, how can you implement this notion into your game? If you are in between clubs on a shot, pick one, be decisive, and commit fully to that choice. If you aren’t sure if changing your tactic during your tennis match or swim meet is the right choice, make the commitment to execute assertively so you can get feedback on whether or not what you’ve decided upon works. Begin to recognize how many times you’ve executed your task without being committed and challenge yourself to pull the trigger with full commitment—independent of whether or not you “trust it” yet.

Each time you’re in your competitive arena, you have an opportunity to get feedback about yourself as an athlete, and the most accurate feedback you’ll receive comes from fully committing to your execution and then making adjustments for the future. This allows you to earn trust through repeated committed action. Without that, you may never trust certain aspects of your game, no matter how regularly you practice or play.






7 BE A SCIENTIST, NOT A JUDGE


APPROACH YOUR PERFORMANCE AS A scientist conducting an experiment. Best results rely on objectivity. A scientist gathering information is on a path of discovery. There is no good or bad, right or wrong. A scientist is striving for replicability or the ability to reproduce a desired result. Athlete development is no different—it’s all about taking a rational look at the situation. What did I observe or learn? What variables might I adjust to get clean data? Be neutral, objective, and as factual as possible. This increases the likelihood of reproducing desired results.

In contrast, many athletes are constantly in judgment of their performance: That was good, that was bad, that was right, that was wrong, that sucked, that was awesome. They are living in their head, with judgment, emotionally invested in their performance.

Passion is undeniably part of sport, and used productively, it can trigger growth and dedication and achievement. Unchecked, however, it can compromise your ability to engage in rational thought. Instead of making observations from a position of neutrality, too much passion or excessive emotion can put you in judgment mode—before, during, and after the performance. Every outcome might then be assessed as pass or fail. Development and discovery are stunted by such a mindset, often before the game or event even starts.

To cultivate productive or successful performance, work toward being as neutral and objective and as factual as possible. Is this something I want to continue, or is this something to minimize? It’s okay to be passionate and emotional, but take measures to remain rational and grounded in diligent observation.
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