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For Mary Carillo, champion and champion friend, who’s lived all this










Prologue Getting Serious about Greatness



The sportswriter’s seat is the best in the house. Not because it comes with free popcorn, though it often does, or because it has a better angle on the big game than the average ticket buyer can procure, which it doesn’t always. What makes the seat worth coveting is its unpurchasable proximity to greatness in practice. I’ve not been fool enough to waste that. I take notes.


To witness the clutch shot, the winning throw, or the final strike is just a fractional part of the job. Most of your time is spent at practice, watching the alchemical processes by which coaches and athletes find the right action in the moment. Before and after practice, in the back halls and tunnels of clubhouses, a sportswriter can interview some of the greats and gather insights into the vital matter of their performance under pressure. My friend the TV commentator Lesley Visser has joked that we should title a book Presumed Intimacy, because the quest to understand what they do can lead to some pretty intrusive questions. Once, I sat with the NBA’s celebrated shooter Stephen Curry after a practice with the Golden State Warriors and, unable to resist, actually heard myself say, “Can I feel your hands?”


Curry obligingly held out his palms. I placed mine on top. Shocked, I felt slabs of rough, coarse, flaking callouses. Somehow, I had expected his hands to be soft. Curry’s frame is so sylphlike and flitting, his shot so effortless seeming. But these were the hands of a logger. In that moment, I understood that Curry’s ease with a basketball wasn’t easy at all. It was produced by two thousand practice shots a week, a labor that rubbed his hands raw.


Encounters like that one brought a fundamental realization: even the most supple-seeming actors are the products of their own agency. Their skills are not a matter of natural talent but attainment. Most important, their alertness and executive cool in critical moments is earned and learned.


Which suggests that others can learn it, too, even those of us who test our limits at a desk. This provocative connection was reinforced by a conversation with Tennis Hall of Famer Rod Laver one day sitting on a bench in the outer courts at Wimbledon while reporting a story about Pete Sampras. I asked Laver if all major champions have something in common. Yes, Laver replied. “They’re all able to summon their best at the moments when they most need to.”1


Who wouldn’t like to be able to do that, no matter what the profession?


The proximity to champions and champion organizations has unquestionably influenced how I go about my own job. Several years ago, I was assigned by Sports Illustrated magazine to do a piece about Billie Jean King’s metamorphosis from a great player to a coach, who helped shore up a nerve-prone Martina Navratilova late in her career. After spending time with King, listening to her talk about how tennis was less about talent than about “mastering a craft,” I sat down to write.2 It was one of my first big assignments for the magazine, and as I stared at the blank computer screen I suddenly realized I was gagging. I thought, Well, that’s just great; here you are writing a piece about one of the greatest pressure performers ever and you’re choking your guts out.


I somehow got a publishable piece done. But afterwards it occurred to me that deadline writing was a form of performance under pressure, too. And I began to think about how to do it better, instead of trusting to flair, or a jolt of inspiration. I found myself thinking, If you’re ambitious about something, why wouldn’t you behave half as committedly about your ability as any athlete does?


That simple shift in perspective caused me to go back over years of experiences with coaches and athletes and reframe them, revise my opinion of what matters about them. Too often we’re overawed by them for the wrong things. We celebrate their glamour and ascribe all kinds of idealized qualities to them they don’t really possess, while ignoring those they do, such as perseverance. The laziest-seeming pro athlete works much harder than the average person, day in and day out, to get better, and is more forthright when it comes to confronting their unevenness under pressure. Too often, we overlook the real merits of the athletic mindset and tell ourselves that it interferes with more serious matters. We don’t do that with any other disciplines in the humanities, arts or sciences, or business. What a discriminatory cheat.


When I was a child, I had the usual cases of hero worship. I was exposed to some idols early, thanks to my father, the Hall of Fame sportswriter Dan Jenkins, who towed me to various events as he wrote prizewinning pieces for Sports Illustrated and then Golf Digest. Along the way he tried to strip away the false sentiment and children’s literature–mythologizing surrounding sports for his readers. As I carried coffee to him in the pressrooms, he would occasionally drop a remark meant to cure me of the same. I took in the lessons only vaguely and half stored them away. Once, he told me that it was “a kind of sin” to waste potential and the real champions never committed it.


On another occasion he said, “A lot of people are afraid to win.”


For years, I didn’t quite know what he meant by that remark. But one day I mentioned the line to my late friend Pat Summitt, the winner of eight women’s basketball championships at the University of Tennessee. “He’s right,” Pat said. What my father was getting at, Pat explained, was that “some people don’t want to keep score, because they’ll have to say, ‘That’s the best I can do.’ ”3


All of the people in these pages have a willingness to say, “That’s the best I can do.”


Much of the material here has been amassed on assignments for the Washington Post, an extremely privileged position that has afforded me more than thirty years of opportunities to go to big events and talk to the people competing in them. Other invaluable experiences also came at Sports Illustrated, and ESPN. In a way, this book is a letter of appreciation to the array of strivers I’ve encountered, whose determination to keep score—even if it means running head-on into their limits—informs my own work.


You spend your whole life writing about coaches and athletes, trying to get impressions of them on to a page, literally stamping them down in letters. But at a certain point somewhere along the line, you realize that they have begun to write you, and might even shape you into something better, if you let them. Impressions come floating back, bits and pieces of conversations and outtakes from notebooks over the years that gradually began to fit together in something like a meaningful picture. Such as:


Sitting with Charles Barkley, back when he was a young All-Star NBA player for the Philadelphia 76ers, and hearing him say from the bottom of his tremendous heart, “I realize I’m never going to be perfect, but as long as you strive to, at least you’re going to get better. I don’t ever want to make a mistake and say, ‘That’s all right.’ Because then it becomes a part of you. I don’t want mistakes to become a part of my life.”4


When I first encountered Michael Phelps at the Athens Olympics, I wrote this about him: “If you wander through the fish stalls of Piraeus, you will see dangling rows of calamaris. They all look like Michael Phelps’s torso. They have the same tensile, wavy arms, and pulpy slabs of muscle, and apparently, they have the same pulse rate.” But what made Phelps truly great, I learned in conversation with him, was his embrace of absolutely drudgery. Phelps’s easy rhythm in the water was as much a matter of mental conditioning as physical, the result of years of metronomic laps like musical scales. Practice laps were tedious, but they induced a psychological blankness that Phelps, who struggled with ADHD and anxiety, found relieving. In the water there were no other problems, no complications, no other responsibilities, than to focus on stroke technique and burn rate. That is what allowed him to regulate his pulse and control the messaging system between his body and his brain.


“Let’s talk about neuroscience,” I said to Phelps, one day.


“Uh-oh,” he said, laughing.


“Are you thinking during a race?” I asked.


“No.”


“Do you count?”


“Count what?”


Strokes. Laps.


“I mean, I can tell you exactly how fast I’m going because of feel.”


That ingrained rhythm gave him a nerveless confidence in races, he said. “When I’m racing,” Phelps continued, “I just get in the water and do whatever I’ve done in workouts.”5


A young woman in her twenties could have worse assignments than to hang around the towering figures who populated the Women’s Tennis Association from the early 1980s on. From Chris Evert and Martina Navratilova to Steffi Graf to Venus and Serena Williams, the tour was a gallery of stunning champions who worked at their crafts with unembarrassed intensity. They were perfectionists on the court, but if you caught them with the right question off of it, they were also bemusingly self-aware, and would delight you by hurling themselves off of pedestals with revealing truthfulness. Asked once by my friend and colleague Mike Lupica if she thought she was pretty, Evert replied, “Just missed.” Evert was never the most prepossessing player on the court physically, but you learned from her measured grace that technical mastery was supreme to raw strength every time. “I controlled the point,” Evert said to me. “I won my way. I had the opponent on the run. I was the one moving them around.”6


Those players grew me up as much as any parent ever did. I emerged from their influence with a growing, if not yet not fully articulated, sense that what athletes and coaches have to teach isn’t triumphalism. What they teach is that identity is a self-construct. “People who bet on themselves tend to win,”7 Billie Jean said on one occasion, and you could tell from her tone that she was trying to tell you what mattered most was not the winning but the guts.


I can’t stress enough that champions are essentially the product of their own work. Even the most secluded superstars would like to be better understood in this respect. I’ve never known a winner, not one, who wasn’t irritated by the lame idea that they were God-kissed with fortunate gifts. All of them sweat in far greater proportion to anything natural-born in them. Kansas City Chiefs quarterback Patrick Mahomes has an implausibly tensile arm, but the main factors that allowed him to win a Super Bowl by the age of twenty-five were his diligent study and refusal to cheat the grind. When he signed a contract worth half a billion dollars, his idea of how to splurge was to build a fifty-yard field in his backyard so “I can get some extra work in,” he told radio host Dan Patrick.8 Even the famously reticent New England Patriots coach Bill Belichick came out of his shell to tell me, in a voice from the bottom of a dry well, that what makes a Super Bowl ring valuable, what gives it meaning, is that “it’s nothing you can buy, or get lucky and win.”9


Few athletes have been more deceptively nonchalant in their demeanor than Sampras, a slouchy, gangly lazybones-seeming kid who flapped and shuffled around in slide sandals when he wasn’t on the tennis court. In fact, Sampras’s game was the result of a tense ambition and implacably self-denying habits. He had an inherently slack build that he spent hours sweating to strengthen with weights and resistance cables in a sweltering Florida garage in the dead of summer heat, because “they don’t air-condition the court at the U.S. Open.” Even eating was a part of the job to him, a nightly mechanical loading of sauceless pasta, whether he wanted it or, “choking it down,” he said, because he believed that for him, real excellence couldn’t co-exist with self-indulgence. “The truth? You can’t have it both ways,” he said once.10


On the opposite end of the spectrum, one of the most interesting transfigurations was that of Andre Agassi, who turned himself from a peroxided teenager who resembled an exotic little bird, to a burly shaved down man. “What color is your hair, really?” I once asked a very young Agassi.11 He unhesitatingly lifted his blond tail and revealed the dark underneath, a reflexive honesty that would save him in the years ahead. Agassi was determined to find some authenticity amid massive endorsement campaigns and expectations that “scared” him, he admitted, with their invitation to become a purely superficial creature whose achievements did not meet his wealth. He overcame a powerful combination of pressure and pampering as a child prodigy to emerge a champion of supreme “professionalism.” Which he defined as “how to bring out the best when maybe you don’t feel like it’s there.”12 His splendid comeback and rise to No. 1 is proof that we can redefine ourselves even in midstream with acts of sheer will.


Agassi’s resolve to make a better man out of himself took him to some extremes. He had a habit of driving his Hummer into the Nevada desert hills alone at night, to think, or blowing off steam by racing up and down the dunes. One night during an assignment for Sports Illustrated magazine, Agassi invited me to go with him, a breath-snatching experience as he jounced over rocks and sand ditches with headlights flickering. But then the ride abruptly ended. The vehicle lurched to a stop partway up a steep incline. Agassi shoved the gearshift back and forth, but the Hummer just shuddered and wouldn’t budge. It was stuck. Somehow, in the middle of the desert, Agassi had improbably impaled the undercarriage of the car on a steel pipe jutting out of the sand.


I waited for a sign of petulance, or for him to call a limo. Instead, in a triumph of good attitude, Agassi began to laugh—at himself, at the victory of the desert over his luxury vehicle, and at the sheer unlikeliness of hitting that pipe in the dark. “What are the odds?!” he crowed, almost excitedly. Then, with a gentlemanly reassurance, he left me with his cell phone for safety, and hiked off into the dark to find help, heading for some distant headlights. He returned a short while later with a guy in a truck who gave us a ride back into town. Later, as we ate a fine Italian dinner, he kept marveling over the improbability of hitting that pipe. “Do you realize,” he asked, “what you’ve been a part of?”13


I do. Across the years, I’ve attended ten Olympic Games, and almost as many Super Bowls, assorted NCAA Final Fours, bowl games, major championships in tennis and golf, and the odd car race. My appreciation for the actors and their actions in those events has only grown, not diminished. There is too much false conflating of courage with sports competition, but still, the willingness to keep score and say, “That’s the best I can do,” is a kind of minor bravery, one that demands an interior victory over certain fears and inhibitions. To observe coaches and athletes grapple with these is endlessly revelatory.


“Real sports is not for kids,” my father once said. What he meant was, games are more impactful than people might realize. They aren’t the gravest endeavor in the world—he loathed excessive solemnity—but they nevertheless contain some serious business. The longer I watch, the more I return to a question my father liked to pose rhetorically. “Who can describe the athletic heart?” he asked. The way he said it made me feel that it was the most important challenge in the world. The following is an effort to answer that challenge—to try to catalog the inner qualities that allow ordinary people to overcome pressures, elevate their performances, and find champion identities, even when they don’t always win. In reading, you may decide an athletic heart is worth acquiring for yourself.










1. The “Right” Call Decisions under Pressure



Stand with Kansas City Chiefs coach Andy Reid on the sideline, January 19, 2020. His team trails by 10–0 to the Tennessee Titans with a trip to the Super Bowl at stake. The men on the field exhale in plumes, and the crowd noise is a steady rumble from seventy-six thousand fans pulsing distractingly in their team colors of aorta red, as they wait for Reid to make a call. The tension mounts as the last strip of sun sinks over the stadium rim into the cold dusk. Through it all, Reid calmly studies a laminated play card, like he’s the only unanxious one in the arena. Like he’s sharpening a pencil.1


Reid has a decision to make. It’s fourth down, with two yards to go, on the Titans’ twenty-eight-yard line. The nature of football is that the pressure ratchets on every sequential play. A team has just four tries to move ten yards, or the other team takes possession of the ball. Thus, the calculus alters, and so does the pressure.


Reid has two options, with different magnitudes of risk. He can opt to have his team kick a three-point field goal, which is safe and reliable. But it’s also a concession that leaves a taste like cold oatmeal. Or he can go for it, try to punch the other team in the gut with a play that will keep the drive alive for a touchdown and the greater reward of seven points. The praise or blame for what happens next will fall squarely on Reid, and his decision will be perceived as a measure of his courage, recklessness, wisdom, and personality all at once.





Most people are uncomfortable making decisions.


Anyone who doubts this has never tried to choose a coat of plain white paint for a wall. Easy, you think? Perform an experiment: Pick out a can of “atrium” white. See what happens. How could that be a wrong choice? Yet with the first brush, the wall takes on the faint blue tone of antifreeze. Which is fine if you want to live inside an iceberg. Other varieties of white paint yield tints from butter to beige, as you try dove whites, bone whites, Scottish mists, and Acadia moons. At this point, palms slickening with sweat, you may say to your spouse, “You try it.” Or you might break down and consult a designer, who will say, after listening to your problem, “Oh, the whites are always the hardest.”


In fact, picking a coat of paint can be an absurdly stressful experience. It’s stressful for three reasons. One, you lack basic knowledge about white paints. Two, you’re not especially interested in or patient with matching paints. Three, you’re worried about how you’ll live with it if you’re wrong.


Discomfort and anxiety multiply with the potential consequences of a decision. What doctor to see? What job to take? What amount of debt to risk? What town to move to? Decision-making became even more fraught in the global pandemic. Everyday judgments that used to be easy—whether to eat in a restaurant or travel for a holiday—were suddenly forehead-creasing calculations with costs that could bury you.


The fact is, a lot of us are not especially adept at dealing with life-altering decisions. When they do arise, we greet them with a sense of uneasiness, and struggle to make them. Sometimes we make calls from the “gut.” Sometimes we defer to others. And sometimes we freeze, and let events decide us.


“A lot of times, we don’t really put together the best game plan for ourselves,” seven-time Super Bowl–winning quarterback Tom Brady has observed. “We kind of wake up every day and are very reactive to the situations that happen in our life and you end up never really gaining ground on what’s important.”2


But sport demands decision-making with a special intensity. Each actor on a field of play makes literally thousands of decisions over the course of a game. Some of them are bold and stomach-churning choices and some of them are fractional-second reactions, but all of them are made with the knowledge that their “rightness” or “wrongness” may at a minimum make it hard to sleep that night, and at a maximum could alter futures.


With that in mind, rejoin Andy Reid on the sidelines—and on the cusp of a decision—at that Chiefs and Titans game. He is at a juncture in his career that might give a man pause. He’s sixty-two years old, and he knows what it is to be fired. He’s got a record of 13-14 in the NFL playoffs, and back in 2012 the Philadelphia Eagles relieved him of head coaching duties over his failure to win a championship.


The Chiefs could badly use some momentum. They are tantalizingly close to a first down—they just need two more yards. But that very closeness complicates things. Fourth down and “short” situations (meaning less than three yards) are torturously problematic statistically. According to NFL data analytics, if coaches would “go for it” on fourth and short more often they would be rewarded with a higher probability of victory.3 But the sheer fluidity of the game, variables of player behavior and reactiveness, can make fool’s gold out of probabilities.4 Coaches balk, and with good reason. Men are not data. They can fail to execute. This uncertainty can immobilize a coach, and so can fear of repercussions from critics. Kicking a field goal might not maximize Reid’s chance of winning a game, but “it could actually maximize his chance of keeping a job,” observes the NFL’s chief of data Michael J. Lopez, a professor of statistics at Skidmore College.5


As former NFL coach Bill Cowher has remarked, “There is so much more involved with the game than just sitting there, looking at the numbers, and saying, ‘Okay these are my percentages, then I’m going to do it this way,’ because that one time it doesn’t work could cost your team a football game, and that’s the thing a head coach has to live with.”6


Suppose Reid declines to kick the three-point field goal and then fails to get the first down? What if three points is the final margin of defeat? What might people say?





Most formal studies of leadership suffer from a fundamental weakness: you can’t watch a CEO in live action. Men and women in suits sit sequestered in hermetically sealed towers making deliberations that are largely invisible. They are absent from us. They sweat, to be sure. But they and their experiences are not especially accessible.


Only rarely do we glimpse their process. In the classic business textbook The Functions of the Executive, author Chester I. Barnard explained this dilemma: “Not the least of the difficulties of appraising the relative merits of executives lies in the fact that there is little direct opportunity to observe the essential operations…. They must be largely inferred… from symptomatic indications of roundabout character.”7


Coaches and playmakers make decisions in real time, right before our eyes. “Quick ones, hard ones,” says former Duke football coach David Cutcliffe. “Decisions, that’s where the magic is.”8 It’s their entire craft. What seem like split-second reactions by even the most impulsive-seeming champions are really micro-decisions, the result of years of trial-and-error assessments, about when to take a shot, if to take it, how to find the opening for it. They not only make calls constantly; they also have the vital ability to persuade others to execute those decisions with similar energy and conviction. In fact, an essential part of their job is the relaying of their vision to their proxies. They bridge the gap between abstract leadership study and practical application. How coaches and athletes act under the stresses of competition can show us how to become more skilled at enacting deliberate, intentional action in our own spheres.


A ball flies through the air, hands are outstretched, the clock ticks, the audience gasps, and careers can be made or broken. Yet athletes and coaches manage to not be paralyzed by those consequences. They decide and they act. It’s a breathtakingly instructive thing to watch.





Somehow Reid cuts through it all: the noise of the crowd, the potential consequences for his career. He makes the call. He murmurs into a headset, and suddenly everything shifts into organized flights. Reid and the Chiefs are going for the first down—and with an audacious play. Though they need just two yards, Reid signals a pass. Quarterback Patrick Mahomes rears back and delivers a rope line of a ball toward tight end Travis Kelce.


Two defenders close fast on Kelce. He catches it—they hit him. He holds on.


First down.


The Chiefs go on to score a touchdown and cut the lead to 10–7. Which triggers a complete reversal in the momentum, and the mood in the stadium. By the time the clock expires, the Chiefs have a comfortable 35–24 victory, to earn a trip to the Super Bowl.


After the game Reid muses on that crucial fourth-down play. It got his team “going in the right direction,” he says. Asked if the call was a difficult one, he answers simply and succinctly:


“No, it wasn’t,” he says.


It wasn’t?


It wasn’t. Not for him. Because he knew what he was doing, and why.





We, too, can learn how to make the “right call” under pressure. All of us face uncertainty in our work lives. We report for duty every day in our neckties, work boots, or heels, to face unknown and unlooked-for challenges, problems of “novelty, complexity and open-endedness,” as the renowned management-studies academic Henry Mintzberg observes. Still, we show up. That itself is a decision, and not always an easy one. 9


Though we’re hardly aware of it, we, too, make scores of choices every day. Athletes and coaches show us how to drag ourselves from this semiconscious state into more explicit purpose.


What constitutes a good decision? Mintzberg defines it as the ability to sort through “dynamic and shifting factors to make a specific commitment to action.”10 As Mintzberg points out, there are many different types of decisions, from “opportunity” decisions to “crisis” decisions. Just as Andy Reid’s predicaments change depending on the down, our own situations vary and so do the stakes. Simply categorizing decisions with more awareness helps us make better ones, and arrive at solid, self-aware, and adaptable judgments amid tremendous uncertainties.11


Elite performers are highly methodical in their processes, precisely because they deal in fluid situations. Consistent champions don’t just drift through the circumstances of their day; everything they do is deliberate. What you come to notice is that they share some commonalities in how they go about their business, across all endeavors. There is a reason why NFL Hall of Famer Peyton Manning is as good at television as he was at quarterbacking.


“Decision-making is a mechanism, and it can be trained like anything else,” big wave surfer and innovator-entrepreneur Laird Hamilton contends. “It’s like a muscle, where the more you do it, the better you get at it. And part of being good might just be your willingness to make a decision at all.”12


These are the elements of a good process for anyone who wants to choose and act well in the face of extraordinary pressures:




	Conditioning


	Practice


	Discipline


	Candor


	Culture


	Failure


	Intention





These elements form a strong chain of causality, and each will be explored in its own chapter. They are fundamentals. A common observation from playmakers is that there is a tendency to needlessly convolute what creates high performance, to make it seem sophisticated. It’s not. “We complicate the formula,” says former NFL coach turned broadcaster Tony Dungy.13 Surfer Hamilton concurs. “We love to disguise imperfection with complication. There is a formulaic process that is very simple, and how you do the little things is how you do the big ones. But people make up real complicated ways to say it. If it’s hard to understand, that’s because it’s babble.”14


What follows is an effort to cut out the babble.


CONDITIONING


The worst calls or mistakes on the field happen when someone is tired. Marshaling your energies therefore matters. “How you respond when you’re completely gassed is a big part of making a decision under stress,” says NFL coach Frank Reich. “What stresses you? Your body stresses you when you’re tired. So, you have to pay the price, to know what that feels like, and be able to still perform at a high level.”15


Laymen tend to think of athletic conditioning as something you do purely to build muscle. But a mountain of neuroscience shows that physical training increases gray matter in the frontal lobes of the brain, enhancing working memory, attention, focus, and executive function, the processes that form basic cognition.16 Athletes like Michael Phelps don’t need to read that neuroscience; they live it.


PRACTICE


What made Andy Reid so sure of that fourth-down call? What was his secret to taming uncertainty under pressure? Inspiration? Instinct? Actually, it was something far more banal: rehearsal.


Reid could make that call confidently with the Super Bowl at stake for one reason only—because he knew that it had been so well practiced by his players. Without that assurance, even the best-designed play can make a shot caller look like a fool. “Pressure,” Peyton Manning likes to say, paraphrasing the legendary Pittsburgh Steelers coach Chuck Noll, “is something that you feel when you don’t know what the hell to do.”17


DISCIPLINE


How is anyone supposed to know what to do if you’re never quite sure what you’ll get from yourself, or from others? The elites establish what constitutes good form in any action and work at maintaining it.


Even when they make snap decisions in a fast-moving context, good shot callers are always married to discipline. Though it may sound counterintuitive, discipline is actually what allows for effective improvisation—without it you’re just an uncontrolled hacker or jacker. If you ever hear a young talent say they want to play on “instinct,” you can mark them down as a probable bust. “Not good,” says Manning. “It’s like saying you don’t want to prepare for a speech, you just want to talk from the heart, and an hour later you’ve said nothing.”18


Managerial tyrants misinterpret discipline as demandingness. But it’s as much about restraint—what you won’t do—as what you will do. “Conviction is a good thing, but if you don’t have the maturity to know when to exercise that conviction, then you’re just a loose cannon,” says Reich. “… There has to be discretion. If you don’t have that, if you make too many decisions without discretion, you disqualify yourself as a decision-maker.”19


The greats make level-headed choices based on structured habits laid down long before they reach the critical moment.


CANDOR


One virtue all great play callers and playmakers possess is frankness. They have no use for yes-men and -women. None. They are candid with themselves and one another. They certainly have egos, but they have a fundamental lack of vanity when it comes to dissecting their performances, because it’s the only route to true assessment.


In the work that any of us do, our situational awareness is limited. It’s impossible to perceive all that’s going on around us, to know what we’ve missed, where we were wrong or mistaken. That requires an external critique—if you can take it.


“You can consider yourself a person of high standards in general and still have debilitating blind spots,” Amazon chairman Jeff Bezos has observed. “There can be whole arenas of endeavor where you may not even know that your standards are low or nonexistent, and certainly not world class. It’s critical to be open to that likelihood.”20


The greatest performers restlessly seek fresh eyes who will point out what they’ve lost sight of. Nobody ever met her blind spots with a more open spirit of inquiry than Martina Navratilova. In 1989, she felt lost as a player. She had always been a serve and volleyer of tremendous power, but she fell into predictable patterns, suffered losses to lesser players, and went two years without a Grand Slam title. Navratilova went to Billie Jean King and asked her for coaching help. King began by demanding Navratilova explain her own strokes technically, one by one, forehand, backhand, serve, volley. Baffled, Navratilova said, “But you’re supposed to teach me.”


King said, “I need to find out what you know and don’t know.”


“But I don’t know where to start,” Navratilova said.


“Why don’t you start with which end of the racket you hold?” King suggested.


After several weeks of fundamental stroke re-analysis, Navratilova was a reorganized player, and a renewed one. She won her ninth Wimbledon without losing a set.21


CULTURE


No one succeeds alone, not even a LeBron James. We all live and move within organizations, melting pots in which lots of disparate, highly individualistic, and sometimes egotistical talents collaborate in our successes and failures. Some entities make good decisions more consistently than others for years at a time. Why? What makes a “winning” culture?


We know one when we see one—in sports we call it a dynasty; in innovation we might call it a genius cluster—but we don’t often get real insight into how it’s really built, because “culture” is such a broad term that its exact meaning is hard to tease out. As Golden State Warriors coach Steve Kerr will explain in this chapter, a winning culture is organically grown, as much as manufactured. What can be said definitively about culture is that certain specific conditions encourage that growth. And the foremost of those conditions is authentic commitment—to the group goal, to your colleagues, to the project, over commitment to yourself.



INTENTION


Pia Nilsson and Lynn Marriott, who have coached four No. 1 golfers in the world, see it on the links all the time: a weekend player decides to try to hit a long iron shot over a lake and fade it to a flagstick tucked around a corner. “Have you ever hit that shot before?” they will ask. “No,” is the answer. The weekender doesn’t play much golf except on his or her day off. So, what does the weekender do? Tense up, swing fast and hard—and hit it in the water.


Which is an outcome you have no right to complain about if your intention was just to have fun on a Saturday at the golf course. But if your aim was to score better, then it’s not fine, and will cause embarrassment and frustration. Too often, we’re unclear about what we’re really after and what’s required to get there.


Many of us bring the same confusion to larger decisions in our lives; we lack a solid picture of what we’re doing and why or how much we care about it. Why did I agree to that? We’re not even sure. Was it to please ourselves, or to please others? Was it to make money or satisfy some other ambition?


“A lot of people don’t know, they don’t really know, what their core values are, and haven’t done the work to dig down deep and look at themselves with some awareness of all that,” says Marriott. “There are skills to decision-making, but the foundation has to be your vision and your values. These are superimportant building blocks to know if something is a yes or a no.”22


What sustains play callers and playmakers amid reversals is their knowledge of why they said yes or no to something. When you know your why, it dramatically affects the definition of success, and your tolerance for setback.



FAILURE


A conspicuous through line among people who perform well under pressure is their acquaintance with failure and the extent to which it shaped them. In fact, they universally describe it as an essential precondition for success. Only through their failures—if they assess them candidly—do they acquire the self-understanding and intentionality that leads to eventual victories and, more importantly, the acceptance of those outcomes they can’t control.


Coaches and athletes work in highly visible professions in which there is very little job security, and as Andy Reid can attest, they are subject to fierce external judgment and a high job turnover rate. Every year in the NFL since the 2000 season, an average of seven head coaches out of thirty-two have been fired, almost a quarter of the profession, annually. There is a lot to learn from them about surviving professional pain with buoyancy.


The fact is, it’s impossible to fully learn a profession without making mistakes and surviving career reversals. In 1998, Peyton Manning was an interception-prone rookie with the Indianapolis Colts. In a game against the New England Patriots, he played disastrously, throwing three interceptions and giving up a fumble. Manning was so awful that midway through the fourth quarter he thought his coaches might pull him from the game. But they weren’t having it—they sent Manning right back in. The lesson was, “No, you stay in there and you figure out how not to throw the fourth interception,” Manning says. He responded by leading the team on a touchdown drive. “You could call it a meaningless touchdown,” Manning says. “But maybe not. Because it could have gone the other way. It was like, ‘All right, I suck. Am I going to go out and throw a fourth interception?’ No. Instead, I’m going to try to do some of the things I’ve learned.” It was a critical step in his fledgling career.23





Great performers aren’t born fully formed and complete. Not only are the achievers included here the products of toil and experience, but many of them came from extremely modest origins. Laird Hamilton was a high school dropout who did construction to finance his surfing before he found a way to make money at his passion for riding big waves in wilding oceans. Michael Phelps’s mother was a middle school principal, his father a state trooper. Pat Summitt thought she would be a country schoolteacher.


They acquired their senses of executive command through concentration, preparation, organization, and above all a belief in the improving effects of competition.


If one person impacts these contents more than any other, it’s the late great Summitt, the University of Tennessee basketball coach who won 1,098 victories to set an NCAA Division I record for victories, male or female, before her death from Alzheimer’s disease in 2018. A close friend and collaborator on three books over nearly twenty years, Pat generously allowed for lurking behind-the-scenes observance.


Pat made a lot of great calls, tough calls, and the main insight she provided was that making those calls can be agonizingly difficult for the unaccustomed. “Most people don’t like pulling triggers,” she once told me. When I asked her why she thought that was, she replied, “They’re afraid of going all in.’ ”


What stands out most about Pat, all these years later, is that she was unafraid to go all in. And she took sole responsibility for her choices. I never once heard her blame anyone else for the final score.


Watching Pat up close taught that it takes deeply learned experiential skills to lead teams and people to the right headings. It sparked the desire to articulate, as clearly as possible, what separates a person with these acquired skills from the legions of pretenders, imitators, or toxic executives who create so much workplace misery and frustration, and who never seem to learn how to lead or succeed, no matter how many seminars they attend.


A chief characteristic of the high performers in these pages, one identifiable personal quality they all possess, is this: they care more about the overall endeavor than their status. They’re not overly preoccupied by their fortune or elevation. Make no mistake, great champions can be flamboyant, strong characters. But first and foremost, they lose themselves in the enterprise. They’re wholly engaged in the work for its own sake. The riches or fame they might enjoy is purely a secondary consequence.


“Leadership is about other people,” Seattle Seahawks coach Pete Carroll has said. “… And without that connection there is no leadership.”24


Coaches and playmakers are not the only selfless leaders in the world, of course. As Harvard’s basketball coach Tommy Amaker points out, “You don’t have to look far to see great examples of leadership. You don’t have to seek out some Fortune 500 CEO or amazing athletic coach. There are probably examples of good leaders and deciders in your own household, or in your school. All you have to do is really look and pay attention.”25 But the great benefit of watching the “perspiring arts,” as the late great sportswriter Blackie Sherrod called them, is that they are such compelling and immediate dramas and the action is unscripted. They are, as former NFL quarterback Steve Young says, “the greatest human behavior laboratory. The truth happens right in front of you.”26


If these successful shot callers share a coherent set of learned principles, most importantly they amount to a way of being. A principle is not a management ploy or a stratagem, or a maxim, or a ruse. Those things won’t prevail over instability. Principles are foundational modes of behavior. They permit men and women to make hard and even undesirable choices without panic and with the clear-eyed recognition that though we might be at the mercy of unpredictable forces, we can at least employ sound practices and over time increase our odds of being right, more often than not.










2. Conditioning The Body



For twenty years, Michael Phelps swam for five miles a day, six and seven days a week, trawling through resistant liquid, staring at a black line on the pool bottom. Phelps swam on Sundays, and his birthdays. “Nobody else did that,” his coach Bob Bowman says. When Phelps’s chest began to bloom with gold medals, outside observers attributed it to a genetic gift. But that missed the most important fact about Phelps, one with significance for all of us. “The thing that made him great was the work,” Bowman observed.1


One afternoon during a bus ride to a competition with some fellow Olympians, another swimmer asked Phelps a question.


“You train a lot, don’t you?” the swimmer asked.


“I guess,” Phelps said.


“But you don’t train on Christmas Day, right?”


“Yeah, I do,” Phelps said.2


It’s a consistent misunderstanding of great achievers that they come preloaded with some unattainable gift, some farfetched, advantageous anatomical quality. Scientific American even tried to assess whether there was some freakish, unusual proportionality in Phelps’s six-foot-four physique that set him apart. In fact, besides just slightly long arms, Phelps’s measurements fell within predictable ranges for his height. “It couldn’t just be that the guy trained his guts out,” an exasperated sports medicine expert told the magazine.3


This is a point too many people miss in their day-in and day-out. Anyone who wants to be consistently excellent at their living must have a more-than-passing acquaintance with conditioning, even those who suppose they work purely above their necks. The tempo of demands in the twenty-first century have made conditioning a growing requirement—and a topic of inquiry—among great deciders in all realms. Analysts at the McKinsey Quarterly have recognized “the connection between physical health, emotional health, and judgement.” Those who ignore it will find themselves trailing in a wake—just as Phelps’s competitors did.4


By 2008, Phelps was an international force, fully in his prime, and he set his sights on an all-time Olympic record. Phelps wanted to go for eight gold medals at the Beijing Games. No one had ever won more than seven in a single Olympic meet, a mark set by Mark Spitz in Munich in 1972. The record had stood for almost four decades.


To break it, Phelps would have to swim in seventeen races in just nine days between qualifying heats and finals. It was a daunting prospect. Swimming is a uniquely exhausting trial: it takes every muscle in the body to move through the water, which is twelve times more resistant than air. The exertion is so taxing that a long day of training might burn around ten thousand calories. The Beijing attempt would put an almost-inconceivable strain on Phelps’s body—but it would also challenge his mind.


He was likely to face the closest races of his life, when he was most tired. Phelps and Bowman therefore knew that they would have to condition him as much mentally as physically.


Without the ability to think and gauge alertly in the moment, he’d be just another disappointed man who had an ambition but couldn’t quite carry it out.





The brain robs your body of the energy to think. Just because you’re sitting in a chair reading or typing, barely lifting your arms above desk level, doesn’t mean you aren’t physically working. You are, quite strenuously, especially after three or four hours of sustained thought. Even in a resting state, it’s estimated the brain consumes about 20 percent of the body’s fuel.5


Disney chairman Bob Iger, at seventy years old, has the physique of a mountaineer. He rises at 4:15 every morning and does forty-five minutes on a VersaClimber, a torturous cardio machine that mimics rock-climbing. Three times a week he couples it with weights, and three other days a week he adds a twenty-five-mile bike ride, and at the end of every evening he walks another three to four miles.


“In reality, in the job I have, you’re working just about every moment that you’re awake, and under those circumstances you have to protect yourself to maintain your mental and physical health,” Iger observes. “My workouts are designed to make sure I’m in top physical condition, and I do it for sanity, too. I find it is a head clearing.”6


Condition literally means the working order of something, its state and quality. A wealth of neuroscience shows that exercise—strenuous movement—improves the quality of your mind by enlarging and stimulating certain reactive areas in the higher order regions of the brain that govern evaluative thought. The transfer of metabolic energy literally lights these areas up, exciting neuronal signals, creating synaptic plasticity, and allowing for faster processing of information. The allure of watching great athletes lies in their full realization of the capabilities inside their skin, not just of their bone and tendon. Any longtime observer of them can’t fail to notice there is a glow to them, a vitality. We are all creatures of light and electricity as well as tissue, and exercise acts within us like stirring of a swarm of fireflies. It creates a fundamental emergent energy, one we are all capable of tapping—and the more we have of it, the more vivid our thoughts are liable to be.


Exercise engages powerful systems throughout the body that work in concert: the pumping of blood, oxygen, proteins, and other nutrients creates mitochondria, known as “the powerhouse” of the cells, which charge human biochemical physical reactions as well as facilitate neuronal activity. One neuroscientist has compared mitochondria to the battery-pack arrays that Tesla sports cars run on.7


All of this has an impact on the dynamism you bring to a specific task, whether mental or physical. The energy required for problem-solving is enormous. Imagine how hard the brain must work so that synapses can organize the otherwise stupefying onrush of sight and sound you experience in a single moment.8 The brain is never switched off; even at night it’s sending blinking electrical signals. It’s responsible for the biggest portion of the power bill that comes due in your body and it needs continual recharging. Where does it get the recharge? Partly from movement.9


Merely rising from a chair and walking feeds the brain, almost like a windmill or waterwheel. This powerful feedback cycle was explored in a May 2018 study that showed how load-bearing leg exercise helped to grow healthy new nerve cells in the brains of mice. This is perhaps one reason why mental decline can be so dramatic in people who suffer from muscular diseases that atrophy their legs. 10


Researchers at Cambridge University in England used elite rowers to explore this co-dependent loop. They recruited sixty-two students from the university’s oar crews to perform a combination of mental and physical tasks. First the rowers did a three-minute word recall test. Then they did a three-minute power test on a rowing machine. Lastly, they did word recall while rowing at maximal output. When they tried to remember the words while gasping for breath, their physical drop was far larger than the mental one. Their strength scores dropped by a third, 29.8 percent, compared to their mental scores. Chief author Daniel Longman concluded that there was an “acute level trade-off”: When skeletal muscles competed with the brain for available glucose and oxygen, they lost. Big-time. The brain ruthlessly plundered the body in order to think efficiently.11





Now think again about Michael Phelps as he churns through the water and consider what is happening beneath his skin and scalp. Imagine the magnificent neural swirl and loop, from body to brain and back again, that his strokes create.


Phelps was lucky to fall under the tutelage of a coach, Bowman, who grasped this neuroscience and knew the effect of those seven-days-a-week laps was far more pervasive than merely training sinews. Bowman had an eclectic mix of expertise: he majored in classical music and minored in psychology as a swimmer at Florida State, and he brought both of those experiences to tutoring Phelps in how to perform under pressure. He wanted the swimmer to be like a pianist, who practices measures on a piano until they are so memorized that he can play a piece with feeling—and do so even under a bout of nerves while performing in public.


When Bowman first noticed Phelps, he was a promising but thrashing kid in the pool at the North Baltimore Aquatic Club. Bowman sat him down and explained that he could be a potential Olympian, but it would depend not on what he did in front of a crowd on race day but on his willingness to do laps when no one was watching on a Wednesday morning. Conditioning “is about building an infrastructure,” Bowman says. “What we were doing on these laps in the early years, we’re trying to build a physiological structure that will hold up to the stresses he’s going to face down the road.”12


When people are fatigued the first thing that suffers is form. During those innumerable laps, Bowman’s aim was to groove Phelps’s strokes so that he could sustain the right rhythm and body placements as he sculled through the water, no matter how exhausted.


“I think the hardest thing to do, the hardest time to do something, is when you’re tired,” Phelps told me during a midwinter conversation in Bowman’s small office just off a pool deck at the peak of his career. Phelps had agreed to sit for a multimedia Washington Post project with the intriguing title “The Psychology of Speed.” Open on a desk in front of him was a training notebook. “I have one hundred and seventy more days of this,” Phelps said, pointing at it. “Brutal.” But it was worth it, he said, for what it gave him in the heat of competition: he knew that his strokes would hold up better than his rivals’ over the last abdominal-torching few meters.


“When you’re tired it’s just sort of easy to fall apart,” Phelps observed. “Over the years in the workouts, when Bob’s gotten me to the point where I just can’t move, he’s demanded of me that I still do the right turns, the right stroke. So that once I do get to that stress level, I can still handle everything the right way and how I need to.”13


At the root level of confident decision-making is reliability. It’s not enough to decide what you want to do; you have to be able to command your body to do it. Athletes achieve this command through adaptation. When you impose a new challenge or workload on yourself that you have trouble meeting, the stressful sensations intersect at the emotional center of your brain—which reacts by directing your system to upgrade itself, so it doesn’t have to feel uncomfortable anymore. As you repeat and reinforce, your responses under the duress become more consistent.14 As one influential Russian trainer has observed, the right conditioning for a task creates a “harmonious unity” that allows all of your responses to fire on command in coordination, “psychic, technical and tactical.”15
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