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— PREFACE —






Even from an early age, I could remember the lesson my dad drilled into me again and again: “It’s all mental!”


I certainly didn’t know what he meant at the time (aren’t sports mostly physical?), but I figured he meant that if I wanted to succeed in sports, it wasn’t just about strength, speed, and effort. It was about thinking the right way.


Soon I started reading everything I could about champions. What made them tick? What made them win? What made their mindset different from the opponents they defeated—who were often just as skilled as they were?


I obsessed over Muhammad Ali. I must’ve read 15 books on him. Ali wasn’t just a master of the sound bite and clever quip. He was a master of the mind, constantly playing mental games with his opponents. To this day, I can’t think of an athlete (or anyone!) who knew how to dig deeper than he did in the famous Thrilla in Manila bout against Joe Frazier.


I also obsessed about becoming a champion in the sport I drifted toward: wrestling. While I played all sports as a child, I came to love wrestling. It was a place where I could control my destiny: just me, my opponent, and the mat.


Wrestling wasn’t just about takedowns and reversals. It was a battle of wills, and I loved the solo journey of preparing for the matches that lasted no longer than 6 minutes.


When I got into high school, I started exploring the field of psychology even more so I could teach myself to think as effectively as possible for my wrestling matches. But after I earned a scholarship to the University of Missouri, I grew more and more critical of the sports-psychology books I was reading.


They told you how to think, but they never explained that the brain is a confusing and complex place where conflicting ideas, values, opinions, and thoughts battled against each other, with no referee present to hold high the arm of the winner. And those conflicts and contradictions can be both a blessing and a curse.


Being stubborn can help you dedicate yourself to training, but it can also prevent you from being open to new ideas that will help you develop. Being obsessive can help you pay attention to the details that make you elite, but it can also force you to think so much that anxiety hampers your performance. Being tough can help you power through the pain, but it can also cause you great harm (uh, maybe don’t compete with four stress fractures?).


When I was a junior at Mizzou, a woman named Renee Mapes was earning her sport psychology PhD there, and she had to work with a team as part of her program. I talked to her frequently because I had so many questions about sport psych, and I was trying to achieve the optimal mindset.


Over the next year, we bounced ideas off each other, and I got inspired to pursue the field even further by taking quite a few graduate-level courses in sport psychology. Those experiences laid the foundation for this book.


In my last two years at Mizzou, I went 87-0 with two national titles and two Dan Hodge Trophies, awarded to the best college wrestler in the U.S. Something was clearly working, and it wasn’t just what was happening on the mat; it was what was happening in my mind.


As I trained for the Olympics and started my mixed martial arts career, my passion for sport psychology never went away. That’s about the time I started formulating the idea that would eventually become the core of this book:


How do we balance the many mindsets that appear to be in direct opposition to one another?


During this same time, I started the Askren Wrestling Academy with my brother, Max, and my high school coach, John Mesenbrink. There, I started to apply my thoughts on sport psych to not only myself but also to the athletes I was coaching. (In 2023, we had an NCAA champion, a U20 world champion, and five other national champions.)


In 2021 I appeared on Spartan founder Joe De Sena’s podcast The Hard Way. Among other things, I mentioned the theory I was working on and where I thought the available sport psych books were lacking. A lot of my ideas really meshed with Joe’s Spartan Way. He connected me with sport psychologist David Sacks, and we began digging into the guts of this book. David has really made this theory come to life, and together the three of us have created a book that clearly lays it out for you to follow.


I have seen over the years that many of my athletes value certain mental characteristics over others. They can neglect some really important aspects because they like the other side of the equation more.


But if you can find EXTREME BALANCE, you will create a mindset that will allow you to perform at truly elite levels.


—Ben Askren, 2008 Olympic wrestling team member and two-time NCAA national champion














— INTRODUCTION —The Paradoxical Quest for Extreme Balance




In just about any sport, a strong stance is vital.


Stand with your feet apart, keep your weight on your toes, bend your knees slightly, and keep your head up. In this way, you are ready to move in any direction and react to anything that comes your way. You’ve put yourself in the best possible position to succeed. You’re prepared for the unknown.


Athletes spend a lot of time thinking about and perfecting a solid stance—so much so that it becomes habit and the foundation for every move we make. While we put a lot of effort into our physical stance, however, most of us ignore our mental stance. The way we treat our mental positioning is like standing on one foot with our hands tied behind our back and our eyes closed. In this stance, we’re ready for nothing, and the unknown will chew us up, spit us out, and then go back for seconds.


But that’s what so many of us do. We adopt a system of values and way of thinking, and we develop an obsessive mindset that becomes “who we are,” and we never allow ourselves to deviate from that, even when it would help us. If you think of yourself as a perfectionist, you always must be one. If you compete through pain, you must do it every time. If you have an ego the size of Canada, then you damn well must never display an ounce of vulnerability.


But this one-way street of thinking is exactly the thing that’s working against you. It’s the psychological equivalent of an unbalanced stance. Throughout this book, in contrast, we’ll explain how to develop Extreme Balance in your mental stance, so that you’ll be prepared to shift from one mindset to another and to adapt your psychological approach based on the situation at hand.


Your strengths—in certain circumstances—can become your shortcomings, and unless you can see your way past them, your defeats will outnumber your victories. If you refuse to accept that there will always be unknowns, that obsessive mindset that has helped you so much in your training will become a major liability.


Any soldier will tell you that unforeseen events happen in combat and leading up to it (whether it’s getting clipped by a bullet you didn’t see coming or suffering a freak injury in training). In those moments, the key to your success lies in how you respond. Will you panic? Or will you accept the new status quo and proceed from there? Do you say “Oh crap” or “OK”? If it’s the former, you’re in for a tough time. If it’s the latter, you’re still in for a tough time, but you’ll have the skills to adapt on the fly. To quote the informal slogan of the U.S. Marine Corps, you’ll “improvise, adapt, and overcome.”


That’s what Extreme Balance is all about: accepting that your approach to situations should be flexible. Your mental stance needs to set you up to be ready to handle anything.


Often, aspiring champions seek the advice of coaches and respected mentors, hoping someone will have the key to success— the mental roadmap to victory. Unfortunately, you often get conflicting advice—and that can throw you off balance. One successful coach says, “You should play to win, not lose.” Another, who has equally impressive credentials, says, “You must hate losing more than you love winning.”


The confusion lies not in the fact that people offer different advice; it’s that the world of coaching, training, and mentoring can often feel like a whirlwind of contradictions. One moment, you’re told you must pay attention to the details to succeed (it’s the difference between good and great!). In the next, you’re told you’re thinking too damn much and you just need to relax.


Even the clearest advice, delivered in the most concrete terms from the most respected elders, is unreliable. How, then, can you know what to believe? Or think? Or do? How can you cultivate the mindset of a winner and use the necessary tools, strategies, and mental mastery to succeed at whatever you want in life?


The Spartan truth is that there is no secret recipe. Except for this: When faced with a choice of one approach, mindset, or attitude vs. another, frequently the best option is not to choose sides. The best answer is to find a balance between these two opposite ways of thinking.


This is Extreme Balance, and it is the paradoxical way of thinking that can give you a winning mentality.


It is tempting to seek the “best” way of thinking and adopt a clear-cut approach to apply in every situation. If this were possible, then achieving success would be easy. Yet the Spartan Way is not an easy way, and the path to excellence is not a simple one. The Spartan Way requires commitment, passion, self-awareness, and discipline. It requires ongoing efforts to make improvements over time, and this includes continuously adapting your mentality to what is needed in a given moment.


It’s not about training too hard or training too little. It’s not about respecting your opponents or wanting to crush them. It’s not about using your brain or using your instincts. It’s not about being confident or being insecure.


In fact, the first thing you need to do is eliminate the word “or” from your mindset and substitute “and.” Of course, altering your approach isn’t as easy as changing one word and embracing the power of “and.” Change is not simple.


While it’s tempting to hope for an easy formula for success, that hope will actually lead you in the opposite direction. When you adhere rigidly to a set of rules, your stubbornness can result in poor performance. For example, “no pain, no gain” can lead you to aggravate a minor injury that could have healed with rest. And an “always go on offense” mentality can result in a loss to an otherwise beatable opponent who happens to have a solid defense for your best attacks. It’s tempting to embrace simple instructions that you can faithfully follow to a championship, but no such thing exists. Rules that work brilliantly in one situation can lead you astray in another.


This is Extreme Balance.


Just as it takes thousands of hours of practice to master a physical skill, so, too, does it take thousands of hours to hone your mental game. You do it by observing the experts, by listening to people you respect, by focusing on your mental strength as you train physically, and, yes, by reading. None of these things, done on their own or just once or twice, will ensure your success. Developing a winner’s mindset is a career-long process.


In today’s influencer-laden world, there are thousands of people touting their “foolproof” (yet unproven) recipes to achieve greatness, success, or wealth. And yet, even with all their “answers,” we’re still living in a world of high stress, complete burnout, and psychological struggles. The more we think we’re solving problems, the more we’re exacerbating them.


It’s not easy to be a Spartan.


But if you are willing to put in the work and take the time to navigate the nuances and apparent contradictions of a champion, you can become one.




Looking in Dark Places


In Extreme Balance, we’ll give you some essential principles to guide you in your ongoing quest to improve. We won’t tell you what to think but rather give you a framework for how to think about your psychological approach to life’s many forms of combat and performance.


We’ll cover strategies for finding balance between two extremes, switching from one mentality to another, and holding competing ideals in your mind. (Putting these principles into practice is up to you.)


Think of this book as you might think of going to a summer training camp. You want a camp with a quality staff and a proven track record of success, and you can expect to learn—or at least be exposed to—solid skills and techniques. But whether you actually use those skills and techniques in competition the following season depends on what you do when the camp is over. How much you benefit by reading these pages depends on what you do with the information after you finish the book. We will provide you with the building blocks for a winner’s mentality and for training and competing the Spartan Way. We hope you put that information to good use.


There’s an old joke that illustrates our mission here. A man is walking through a dark alley and realizes he’s lost his keys. In his distress, he walks toward a streetlight and begins searching the ground. Another man walks up and asks what he’s doing.


“I’m looking for my keys,” the first man says. “I lost them somewhere in the alley.”


“Well, if you lost them in the alley, why are you looking for them here?” the other man asks.


The first man looks up and says, “Because the light is better here.”


The quest for a champion’s mentality is similar. It’s tempting to look where it’s easy to see, but the journey is challenging and often confusing, loaded with paradoxes and contradictions. If you want to figure things out, you’ve got to persevere in the dark alleys.


In this book, we’ll walk you through the various mental skills and psychological principles needed to perform at the highest level and explain how top performers integrate seemingly incompatible mindsets to adapt to a situation’s demands. For example, we’ll cover how to remain humble and coachable even as you exude extreme confidence, how to impose your will on your opponent even as you adjust your game plan, and how to maintain your hatred of failure and a burning drive to pursue the toughest challenges.


In practice, when you have two extreme principles, people think they always have to lean into the “side” they value most. But you can use these extreme sides in three ways (and this changes based on situations and circumstances):




	Find a spot in the middle of the two extremes (for example, feeling moderately excited going into a competition – not too relaxed nor too nervous)


	Flip-flop between the two extremes (for example, believing you need to get better during training and that you’re the best when competing)


	
Hold onto the two extremes simultaneously (for example, being furious at a training partner, but still loving and respecting them)





You’ll see how this plays out in many different ways as we break down some of the more common mental conflicts competitors face.


We’ve written this book chiefly for those Spartans devoted to mastering the mental side of performance. It’s also a valuable volume for those who help others achieve excellence, including coaches, trainers, parents, and counselors. Many of the examples relate to individual sports—especially combat sports—though the principles and concepts are relevant for all types of high performers, including athletes and non-athletes alike.


Importantly, we have the track record to back up the guidance we offer. Our team includes:




	Ben Askren, a champion in multiple combat sports and one of the most decorated American wrestlers of the past several decades. Known as a creative innovator, Ben is also the leader of a highly successful wrestling training academy and has coached multiple state, national, and world champions.


	Joe De Sena, an accomplished athlete and leader, having completed legendary feats as an endurance and adventure racer and as the founder and CEO of Spartan. In addition to his individual accomplishments, he is well on his way to getting 100 million people off their couches and into a physically and emotionally healthy lifestyle, the Spartan Way.


	Dr. David Sacks, a clinical and sport psychologist and former college athlete who has helped thousands of clients achieve success across a broad range of performance domains.





In addition to our own expertise, we have interviewed many elite performers and coaches, who have agreed to share their knowledge and guidance with you here. Just as these winners constantly work on honing their techniques, so too are they working to hone their mindset every day. Their input, combined with the scientific underpinnings we describe, provides you with thorough (if not always simple) explanations of the psychological principles that will set you up for success.







In This Book


As we’ll advise throughout the book, we want you to use the salt and the pepper. The same person who advocates for one approach may, in another situation, sincerely extol the virtues of its opposite. The well-informed expert realizes that the paradoxical approach often is the very thing that works.


The lessons here go beyond picking an approach that works best for you; we suggest rather adapting your approach to the situation at hand. This requires open-mindedness and flexibility, as well as a willingness to change when things aren’t working and accept that your pursuit of excellence is a work in progress.


Here’s how we’ll get there:




	
Section I: We cover what we know from science and practice about the paradoxical aspects of performance. We outline several areas in which dual mechanisms operate simultaneously and explain why both are needed to sustain excellence. We also explore the role of art and science in becoming a champion, the importance of holding the tension of opposites, and the risk of being inflexible and overcommitted to one side of the coin. This section does a deep dive into the concepts and strategies of working hard, working smart, and devoting thousands of hours to deliberate practice, which is what makes people into champions.


	
Section II: By examining eight “false dichotomies” that competitors commonly face, we’ll show you how to put the principles from Section I into practice. Each chapter begins with an infographic highlighting the pros and cons of each side, as well as guidance on when to lean one way or the other. You’ll also hear from various champions in sports and other walks of life, as they share their views on seeming contradictions, such as exuding supreme confidence while remaining humble, imposing your will while adapting to your adversary, and being both independent and a team member, among many others.





We’ll conclude by describing the myriad ways that lessons learned through sport and combat translate into success in life (and the few ways in which they don’t).


We can’t guarantee that you’ll win every time. You can’t excel at something just by reading about it, but these pages contain the building blocks you need for success, with many champions telling you in their own words how they’ve used those blocks to get to where they are today.


The first step on this path to excellence is understanding that it may initially seem that the “paradox” of balancing opposing approaches is an obstacle to your success. In fact, it’s the exact opposite.


That is the truth behind Extreme Balance and the path to becoming a champion.

















— SECTION I —The Hypocritical Mind: The Data, the Science, and What We Know



















— CHAPTER 1 —

Where Salt Meets Pepper







“The more you know, the harder you will find it


To make up your mind.


It doesn’t really matter if you find


You can’t see which grass is greener.


Chances are it’s neither,


And either way it’s easier


To see the difference


When you’re sitting on the fence.”


—Australian comedian and musician Tim Minchin, “The Fence”


All too often we find ourselves facing fabricated choices. Sweet or salty? Fast or slow? Offense or defense? Grappling or striking? Art or science? Student or athlete? These are false dichotomies. Although they’re often presented as opposites that require us to choose one or the other, there’s no good reason we can’t choose both—or choose one now and the other at a different time.


The natural world “knows” this. If you look at any area of science, you’re likely to find multiple and often competing mechanisms interacting to make things work. Within our own bodies, several such dualisms are continually working together to keep us going. Our nervous system, for example, includes both sympathetic and parasympathetic components.


The sympathetic system is responsible for the “fight or flight” response and helps us spring into action when we’re threatened. The parasympathetic system, in contrast, helps us settle down and relax when the threat has passed.


If the sympathetic system overreacts, perhaps by perceiving a threat where there isn’t one, the parasympathetic system can take over and calm us down. The parasympathetic system also does this after an actual threat is gone, lowering our heart rate and respiration, restoring resting blood flow, and reducing muscle tension. This is sometimes called the “rest and digest” response. Though it would get you killed if an enemy threatens, it’s the perfect way to simmer down when the coast is clear. It’s also useful when you need to conserve energy for a sustained challenge, such as a daylong competition.


Of the two systems, it would be foolish to ask, “Which is better?” Both are essential for our survival. A better question is, “Which is needed right now?”


That question, it turns out, is one of the main themes of this book.


Fortunately for us, that question is usually answered automatically. That’s because these two systems are both part of our autonomic nervous system, which operates without the need for conscious control. If we had to concentrate on keeping our heart beating and breathing in and out and digesting our food all the time, we’d be overwhelmed. In a state of nature, we wouldn’t survive very long. And herein lies another duality: the autonomic and somatic, or voluntary, nervous systems. While the autonomic system operates on its own, the somatic nervous system requires deliberate decision making, such as choosing to move our legs and arms. Again, both systems are essential, and we thrive when our internal state matches the demands of the situation. (We will explore these two systems further in Chapter 10.)


To dive even deeper, let’s look at another dualism embedded in the sympathetic response. Which is better: fight or flight?


Some will automatically say “Fight!”


That may be true in many cases. But fighting every time makes you predictable and easy to manipulate. It also tires you out. If you find you’ve brought a knife to a gunfight, staying in the fight will get you shot. Better to run. Or you might be in a fistfight in the cage or ring when your tiring opponent musters one last surge and tries to swarm you. The smarter move at that moment would be to evade—you’d be choosing flight so you could continue to fight at another time.


Being overcommitted to any one way of doing things leads to all kinds of mistakes, especially when the current situation suggests another way would be better. There’s nothing wrong with having a preferred way of doing things. But if that’s the only way you know, or the only way you’re willing to try, someone is going to figure that out and use it against you. A true Spartan is not confined by a commitment to a single way of approaching a task or working through a challenge. Spartans use any tools at their disposal to work toward a goal, and this means drawing on multiple inputs.


We therefore shouldn’t ask whether it’s better to get psyched up or stay relaxed before a competition, or whether we should focus on offensive or defensive strategies, or whether it’s better to be an individual or a team player.


Instead, we ought to practice both approaches and get used to transitioning from one to the other. Keep this importance of dualism in mind the next time you’re frustrated with a coach or a teacher who stresses the importance of a specific quality one day and promotes the opposite concept the next. Although they might seem to be contradicting themselves, they’re likely showing you both aspects of an important duality.




A Multidimensional View


Very often, we mistakenly look at dual mechanisms as the opposite ends of a single spectrum. We depict this in Figure 1.1 on page 22, where a single line indicates the amount of some characteristic a person has. If we were measuring their height, weight, or strength on the bench press, this would be an accurate way to view it. When looking at a dualism, though, we’d be missing an important part of the picture.


Unlike height or weight or speed, which are variables that can be measured on a single dimension, most of our behavioral and psychological tendencies result from multiple inputs and processes. If we’re looking at someone’s level of arousal at a given moment, we know from the brief explanation above that it’s determined by inputs from the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems. These dual processes drive all sorts of actions, and we’ll be exploring many of the resulting dichotomies throughout the following chapters.


To illustrate these dual mechanisms, the second figure shows two vertical lines, indicating that, when we see a person exhibit behavioral or psychological tendencies, it is the result of their status on two separate variables. In this case, the figure depicts an athlete with a very high level of excitement and a moderate level of relaxation. If you didn’t know them well, you might describe them as slightly excited, though a more accurate description is that they are usually super-excited and have learned to moderate this tendency by adding relaxation skills. They can now be both excited and relaxed at the same time.


Many other variables fit this model as well. You might think of introversion and extroversion as opposite ends of a spectrum, yet many people describe themselves as both. At any given moment, then, you can think of being on a range from high to low on introversion, while also being high to low on extroversion.


Another example is your motivation to win and your motivation to avoid losing. Rarely are we completely motivated by one and not at all motivated by the other. You can look at being offensive or defensive the same way. You don’t have to choose one or the other as your guiding principle. Instead, you can work to build your skills at both, which gives you the flexibility to navigate between these options as the situation requires, making you a much more formidable competitor. Flexibility is a critical physical quality, and it’s equally (if not more) important as a psychological quality. Conversely, being closed-minded or extremist in your thinking will limit your development at best and lead to danger and pathology at worst. We will look at these concepts in the next chapter.




[image: images]

Figure 1.1: Unidimensional And Multidimensional Views.


Two ways of conceptualizing a person’s behavior. The top figure assumes one variable, with an individual landing along a single spectrum. The bottom figure assumes dual mechanisms operating in concert, with an individual possessing different amounts of each.
























— CHAPTER 2 —

The Problem with Extremism







“Everything in moderation, including moderation.”


—Oscar Wilde


Passion, by most accounts, is a good thing. Passion can lift you to new heights and help you overcome obstacles that would derail your competitors. And if you’re a champion—or on your way to becoming one—then you clearly have passion.


Passion—and its cousin, commitment—is a necessary ingredient for developing a winning mindset. But like all good things, it can have its downside. For example, when you have no flexibility and stubbornly stick to a certain way of operating, your passion can counterpunch your goals right in the jaw.
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