
[image: Dialed In: Do Your Best When It Matters Most, by Dr. Dana Sinclair. Performance Psychologist. “Anytime you enter the eye of the storm, you need a guiding light, and with this book Dana gives us an inspiring and innovative path foreword.”. Billie Jean King.]




Praise for Dialed In



“Anytime you enter the eye of the storm you need a guiding light, and with this book Dana gives us an inspiring and innovative path forward.”

Billie Jean King, social justice and sports icon

“I have tried to bust myths for a long time, and I have had the privilege of psychoanalytic therapy to really uncover the unconscious imprints that drive all of us. There are external things that can help though, and this book is one. It’s about motivation, not self-flagellation. Dr. Dana’s guidance and suggestions are laid out in a way that all will understand and can apply. A very important tool!”

Jamie Lee Curtis, Academy Award–winning actor and New York Times bestselling author

“With Dialed In, Dr. Dana takes the guesswork out of the best practices required for continued individual delivery of high performance. She articulates a simplified, specific, and functional framework with applications for all aspects of life. This is a great read and an excellent resource!”

Andrew Jay Feustel, Ph.D., NASA astronaut (ret.)

“When I needed to be calm, clear, and focused, Dr. Dana Sinclair was a difference-maker.”

Don Mattingly, baseball legend

“Winning, in any sector, means you need to show up when it matters most. Dr. Dana’s work with the Dodgers helped us do that, and her new book will assist everyone to get to their best.”

Mark Walter, controlling owner, LA Dodgers; Chelsea FC general partner

“Talent gets you in the game, but a distracted mind kicks you out. Dialed In dispenses with the typical platitudes and reveals the specific behaviors that separate great performers from the rest.”

Daniel H. Pink, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Power of Regret and Drive

“Dr. Sinclair is one of the world’s greatest people, first and foremost. That makes her talent and knowledge for helping athletes get the best out of themselves more extraordinary. She is down to earth, she is relatable, and she will always be one of my favorite people! Thank you for being great, Doc!”

Kyle Lowry, NBA champion point guard

“Dr. Dana Sinclair has a passion for teaching and helping people become the best versions of themselves: quality colleagues or teammates who assume responsibility for their own performance.”

Scott McCain, chairman of McCain Foods

“Dr. Dana Sinclair put everyone at ease and worked with the team to get us to the next level. Her approach is excellent!”

Nick Nurse, NBA champion head coach

“She saved my life. If it wasn’t for Dr. Dana Sinclair, I would have lost my mind in some of the situations I faced. When she was our team psychologist in Anaheim, her calm and direct approach really helped stabilize and smooth out some of our performance issues.”

Bruce Boudreau, Jack Adams Award–winning NHL coach

“In motorsports, we are always looking for an edge on the competition. Working with Dr. Dana opened my eyes to the difference that proper mental preparation makes. Her relatable approach made a noticeable difference in both driver and team performance in the pit stop environment of every race.”

Scott Harner, team manager, Andretti Autosport

“Dr. Dana Sinclair and I have crossed paths numerous times over the years, usually in NHL rinks across North America. Her book gave me a real insight into exactly how she helps people—from professional athletes to business executives and everyone in between—perform at their best. And each chapter provides tools and strategies we can all use in our everyday lives to be the best versions of ourselves. I guarantee you will learn something!”

Christine Simpson, NHL broadcaster and Sportsnet reporter

“Dr. Dana Sinclair has deep insight on mental performance and the ways character matters even more than talent. She has been invaluable to me personally and in our Baseball Operations Department.”

De Jon Watson, director of player development for the Washington Nationals

“I’ve had the great fortune of knowing Dana for many years. On top of her professional acumen and expertise in her field and at her craft, she is a phenomenal human being. Her approach is kind, positive, and affective. With years of experience and impact, she’s an asset to whomever she touches. This book is reflective of all these things.”

Stacey Dales, NFL Network national correspondent

“It can be challenging to find a resource that successfully weaves great depth of experience with pragmatic, real-world application, but Dr. Sinclair nails it. Her experience in the worlds of business, sports, entertainment, and entrepreneurship is as valuable as her relatability and common sense. This is a not-to-be-missed, can’t fail resource for anyone serious about achieving and enjoying success.”

Megan Buckley, chief operating officer, Hy’s of Canada Restaurant Group

“As a longtime general manager of the Los Angeles Dodgers, I needed difference-makers to set us apart from the competition: we needed to turn the average player to good, good to great, and great to iconic. As you will read in Dialed In, that is Dana Sinclair’s specialty. You will learn the methods necessary to become a difference-maker, to be at your best consistently, and to exceed in a mindful way.”

Ned Colletti, former MLB executive

“Dr. Dana Sinclair worked with us as individual players, which really helped us get the most out of ourselves and contribute our best to the team.”

Hampus Lindholm, NHL defenseman
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To James Sleeth, you have always been my very best friend and are still absolutely stellar. I love my life with you.

And to our very lovely daughters, Hunter Sinclair Sleeth and Morgan Sinclair Sleeth, stay your forthright, funny, and sassy selves.






Foreword

A little over thirteen years ago, I did what I always do when traveling alone: go to the gate, sit down, and find a best friend. I find someone whose presence calms me. We chat, talk about their favorite ice cream, whatever. I do this so that when I am feeling anxious or scared, or if it’s a bumpy flight, I can look at my new best friend and if they look calm, I am calm. This soothes me tremendously, although I am sure there have been a few people thinking, “Who is this strange lady looking at me?”

On this particular flight to Toronto, I saw this lovely woman in a cream trench coat with beautiful chestnut hair and a huge welcoming smile. I’d found my person for this flight. Little did I know my new best friend would also be my seatmate. Her name was Dr. Dana Sinclair.

I am usually an anxious flier but on this flight I was also recovering from the birth of my third child and had a pretty bad case of postpartum depression. I was going back to work soon too, so I was very anxious.

Aside from her work in performance coaching, Dr. Dana also did reproductive mental health therapy. She had no idea that her flight home would become a five-hour therapy session. In the way that only she can, Dr. Dana immediately calmed me. She gave me tools to breathe and self-soothe—tools that would give my body and my mind a chance to heal.

Our flight (and session) came to an end, but it was the beginning of a trusted friendship I deeply value. And it was the beginning of countless sessions, from baby blues to my fear of driving on highways. Each time we speak, Dr. Dana knows what to say and how to listen. She knows how to talk to people to bring out their best. And while she doesn’t disregard the mushy stuff, she teaches how to put that stuff in its place so it doesn’t interfere with putting in the effort to be better the next time. Whether you’re an actor like me, an athlete, a doctor, a race car driver, a hedge fund manager, or anything else, Dr. Dana will show you how to enhance your performance.

In this book, you’ll first discover why some of the advice you’ve heard all your life is actually not helpful. How many times has a well-meaning teacher or parent said, “Just work harder!” as if that’s all it takes? But don’t worry, because Dr. Dana delivers real answers. You’ll discover why staying calm, clear, and focused beats out natural talent in the long run, why you don’t need confidence to succeed (though it’s nice to have), how fear can manifest in surprising ways to derail performances, and why no one can give you motivation. And those are just some of the secrets to success you’ll find here.

With all of that wisdom in mind, Dr. Dana then takes you through her three-step process for making your own performance plans, whether you’re facing a daunting downhill slope or a tense boardroom. You’ll learn the four key skills that you can practice as you read. And there are five revealing examples of different kinds of performers all going through the process with you. I find my new best friends in the airport terminal before a flight, but everyone you’ll ever need is right here.

I have used Dr. Dana’s tools in every audition, every role I take on. And I have used her tools to enhance my performance as a mother, too. That third baby I had just given birth to when I met my new BFF is now a high-achieving elite soccer player. So, guess who Dr. Dana’s new client is? I know Dr. Dana will help her enhance her soccer performance, and she’ll be all the better in other parts of her life, too.

I just adore Dr. D!

Alicia Coppola

Actor, writer, director, filmmaker

Los Angeles, 2023






Introduction Step into My Office


We all want results. We all want to be good at what we do. But getting the most out of ourselves isn’t always easy.

“I know you are a psychologist and work with a lot of athletes and businesspeople, but what do you actually do?” This is the question I am most often asked. A close second is, “Why would anyone want to talk to you, are they head cases?” I’ve learned that this usually means the person asking would like to chat about their own pressure moments.

My job is unique and specialized. It is under the radar for many and so I explain myself often. As a performance psychologist my role is to help people use their heads to be better at what they do. I talk about concepts and strategies that allow people to manage their emotions in the moment when they have to “go live” and want to execute well. I show people how they can learn to approach performance situations more calmly and with more clarity so they can get better results, even if they feel challenged or pressured by the task.

As a licensed psychologist specializing in performance, over the last twenty years I have worked with professional athletes and teams in the NFL, MLB, NBA, WNBA, NHL, MLS, IndyCar, WTA, PGA, and the Olympics. I also work with surgeons, students, executives, parents, coaches, and performance artists—actors, musicians, and more. I love working with anyone who wants to try to be better. Essentially, I help people focus so they can avoid errors, improve their skills, and get results. We keep it simple. We keep it fun. That’s it.

Even these high-level performers can struggle under pressure. They get tense and nervous, they lose confidence, second-guess, and make mistakes. We are all capable of letting our mental approach undermine our abilities. But the good news? We are also capable of harnessing it to make it work for us in powerful ways.

Most of my time with clients is happily spent tackling performance issues and talking about practical solutions for getting results. Whoever they are and whatever they do, I hear the same concerns about performance. People want to talk about confidence, focus, fear, tension, and preparation. To become better, you need to know why you are great some days and not others. Do you know what you actually do right on those days when you feel as though you are performing effortlessly? Do you know what situations or thoughts undermine your ability to perform?

Research, experience, and common sense tell us there is a big mental component to performing well. You know you will perform better if you stay calm and focused, if you can minimize self-doubts and distractions. Learning to control your emotions under pressure—that is, when the moment is truly significant—will allow your talent and skill to show up and work for you.

In my practice, we focus on straight-up performance enhancement work—tools to help you right away. But general life events do pop up and are brought into the broader discussion. Relatively mild mental health concerns sometimes demand attention as symptoms associated with anxiety, depression, attention deficit disorder, phobias, and the like can interfere (often only in limited ways) with an individual’s ability to cope and perform at their best. We then work to remove or at least mitigate these obstacles so that person can get back to their previous level of performance. Unfortunately, serious mental health conditions can also arise—they do not discriminate and can affect anyone, anytime. But it’s not why people come to see me and it’s not the focus of this book.

In the world of mental health and emotional wellness, the areas of psychology, psychiatry, counseling, and psychotherapy can all seem to meld into a confusing bucket of similar proficiencies and zones of practice (though they are distinct). Although understanding is growing and attitudes are shifting in a big way, many people still hear the word psychology and immediately think illness and problems rather than satisfaction and results. My clients are looking for the latter and that is what this book is about.

Where does this work happen? I do meet people in my downtown office, but more often there is no calm room with comfortable seats and bright sunlight. Instead, it’s the sidelines at games and during practices, in locker rooms, offices, hotel lobbies, planes, buses, gyms, at meals or dinner parties—anywhere. It’s about finding a little time and space, even in chaos, to manage a distracted mind or tweak an already confident outlook.

How does it work? We talk, I listen (a lot). I assess and ask questions (also a lot) to find out how that person naturally thinks, feels, and behaves, not only in relaxed situations but in tough, distracting ones as well. Once we both understand how that person works—what is helpful and what hinders—it is so much easier to dial in on which behaviors and patterns need to be supported and which need to be suppressed.

My clients and I have talked about all aspects of performance, about how to think (and how not to think) when they want to perform at their best. They all come to understand that the core of performance is emotional control, being able to shift attention, in the moment, from distraction to action.

For instance, a neurosurgeon was curious if performance psychology could help him be better than he felt he currently was. There was nothing wrong with his work, but he wondered if there was anything about himself, his skills, or his style in the operating room that he could further refine.

I meet with high school and university students to show them how to stay calm and effective during an exam rather than waste precious time catastrophizing about “blowing it” before they have even started to work on it.

I have met with a financial advisor who was trying to deal with his highly critical, confrontational, and controlling boss. This is somewhat of a hot zone in my practice as I help people from all sorts of job areas try to navigate lousy bosses, difficult coaches, or overbearing parents.

What about setbacks, such as illness or injury? Health challenges can topple one’s sense of identity, and prolonged recoveries can crush confidence. One of my young clients used some of the ideas and strategies found in this book to manage her tension and attitude through her (successful, thank goodness) chemotherapy treatments. An Olympic skier used the same strategies after a horrific crash that nearly killed him. He returned to the international race circuit with great success. Was he ever tough. He still is.

They can be seasoned professionals or aspiring teenagers, at the top of their game or struggling to feel good enough to belong, but they all want results. Often they are successful people and doing just fine in life, thank you very much, but are looking for a boost to take them to their best. They know their mental approach is key to inspired performance, and if they get more out of themselves in the challenging moments, they will feel more satisfied with their efforts. This satisfaction or sense of accomplishment means they have executed closer to their upper limits, which almost always means better results. And it feels wonderful.

Individuals, teams, and organizations are all part of my consulting practice, so I may be contacted by a specific person looking to meet or by someone on their behalf, such as coaches, presidents, managers, agents, parents, spouses, administrators, employers, or colleagues. I’m sometimes referred by health workers, too, such as physiotherapists, doctors, directors of sport science, trainers, etc. In addition to meeting clients in my office, I often travel for multiple teams in different leagues and consult with other organizations, some on a regular basis, others intermittently when needs arise.

For instance, the last time I signed with an NFL team, it was the head coach who requested performance psychology services for his players. He had a great approach and introduced me to the auditorium of players and staff during a morning meeting, allowing me time to talk to the group. This opening gave me a chance to quickly lay out my version of what I do and why it may be of interest to (hopefully) many of them. Typically, as with other teams, I would fly in every week or two during the season for a few days and meet with some individuals more formally in a boardroom, check in with others on the sidelines during practice or on game day, or end up going over game plans in the meal room sitting between the waffle maker and the kombucha machine—wherever it worked for the player.

Other organizations aren’t so accommodating. Management may hire me and then point in the general direction of the locker room and say, “Go fix something or someone, and good luck.” Once, I arrived for my every-two-weeks scheduled visit with an NHL team the day after the head coach was fired. The new coach was getting set up in his office and I went to meet him to ask what he had in mind for me for the next half of the season. His response? “Well, I don’t know, I now have to go ask all the guys if they want a f-cking woman around.”

While certainly meant to denigrate, I felt his bluster was more about him being tense in his new setting than an indication of who he really was as a person. I told him to please ask the players and let me know his decision before I had to leave in a few days to go visit another client. After that rough start it all worked out. Even though this guy didn’t think anyone would want anything to do with “psychology,” he came to see the strategies as simple, repeatable, and reliable. He even ended up using them himself. He found that trying to be better could only help, whether it was players working on their own performance needs or him preparing to be his best behind the bench. He even tried new ways to smooth his relationship with a prickly front office. In fact, working with this coach turned out to be one of my most enjoyable jobs in professional sport and we are still great friends.

I may do the occasional group presentation with a team’s rookie class or present on a panel at a medical conference to give an overview of the process I use with clients, but the best work gets done one-on-one. In my experience, whatever your profession or the performance, nobody wants to listen too long to what other people do—they want to talk about themselves and learn what will work for them. People often need solutions in a hurry, and I am always struck by how much can be accomplished quickly, on the spot, even in stressful moments. This book is designed to bring these succinct, deliverable solutions to your pressure moments—when you need them most.

My approach with every client is to encourage an independent, self-determined performer, one who can learn to coach themselves to properly execute under pressure. To get past that limiting thought or annoying worry in the moment. No one needs to be dependent on a psychologist to coach them through their performances twenty-four-seven. You need to be able to deal with the unexpected, with any emotional overload, on your own. After all, you are the one who has to take that exam or deal with that critical boss.

Remember, your talent doesn’t derail your performance; not accessing your talent in the moment diminishes your performance. Good performances, and even those that are just “fine,” happen when your mental approach is clear, or at least not getting in your way. Whatever your talent level (even if you wish it were higher), you will be your best if you can manage your mind through some of the tougher stuff that pressure will throw at you.

We all want to gain satisfaction and confidence, but the ability to fight through mental noise when you feel unsure is surprisingly overlooked in conversations about leading a happier and more satisfying life. Being good at your job, being open and sensitive to your child’s feelings, doing well in an interview, on a Zoom call, or on the golf course, even when you feel stressed or uncertain—all are straightforward and stellar opportunities to stay energized and on the positive side of your mental health.

Whatever you do, or want to do better, use the techniques and strategies in the following chapters to take action. Each chapter focuses on one concept that you can apply to life right away. You want to be able to get to your best so why not do this for yourself? What you need is right here.

I want to share with you the most relevant tools for performing at your best. From years of practiced and refined techniques, and actual client experiences as examples, you’ll see how anyone can get the most out of their skills and efforts. I have changed names and obscured identities, but all my examples are real and true. I want to give insight into the emotional chemistry that people experience on good days and bad—because we all have those. And I want to simplify and demystify what it takes to be better no matter what you’re doing. This book is for anybody and everybody because the practices that some of the world’s highest performers use will work for you, too.

In part one you will find concepts and lessons about how to approach performing. Do you need to feel confident to do well? No, you don’t. Can you really change the fact that you tend to freak out and fail under pressure? Yes, absolutely you can. Part two provides practices and strategies you can use to get actual results now, not a year from now, and will show you how to make and refine your own performance plans. And there’s a section at the end of the book with review questions and quick tips to help you better understand your performance style.

Feel free to dip in and out of the chapters depending on what appeals to you in the moment—there is no single path to satisfaction and results. Think of this book as your own personal coach and guide, to be read in preparation of something that matters to you or referenced quickly on the sidelines as needed. Don’t feel like you have to master all the strategies. First pick one, try it, and go from there.

I become wary when I see books on performance insisting that magical results and unshakable confidence for life are yours today if you just visualize that you are a powerful lion, or you’ll be more focused and free from distraction if you chew gum (yes, I have really heard this advice given). It is important to be able to cut through the noise and slogans that saturate the “live your epic life” and “you can be whatever you want to be” self-help rhetoric. The truth is, I’m not interested in making you feel better—though I know you will when you see results. This book is about learning to get the best from yourself when it matters most.

Although this book talks about the experiences of others, I encourage you to think about your own performances for a moment. Are you unfailingly sharp under pressure? Are you routinely calm and focused on the task in front of you? Can you consistently rely on your skills whether you are driving a narrow fairway or presenting to your colleagues? If so, keep it up! But everyone can improve. If you are like most of us, and could be better and more composed, the real-life practical strategies in this book will help. They have been field-tested in high-pressure situations. Quite simply, they work.

This book is a safe space to reflect on your thoughts, fears, and behaviors regarding your good and bad performances in pressure situations. If you see yourself in the experiences of any of my clients, then those chapters may be particularly relevant to you. Regardless, I hope everything you find here leads you to be better than you were yesterday.

It takes courage to try to be good. Especially when the outcome of that performance is meaningful to you. A hockey player looking for more ice time and a student preparing for an exam have a lot in common. Becoming a more consistent performer—in a conference room, an operating room, or at an audition—is a life-changing skill. Whether you are an NFL quarterback dealing with a demanding and distracting teammate or a parent at a loss for how to help your teen relax before a big competition, it is important to know that you can coach yourself, and others, to be calmer and more focused.

You can be better. As one of my more spirited and colorful clients likes to say, “You gotta get the most out of what ya got! Right, Dana?”

Absolutely!






Part One Myth Busting







Chapter One Why Are Some People Better?


My first interview of the day is knocking at my door. I am back in Chicago for the yearly NBA Draft Combine and a well-dressed, smiling twenty-year-old ducks through the doorway and folds himself into one of the chairs at the conference table in this converted hotel room. He isn’t smiling anymore because he realizes that I must be the dreaded psych lady. So I get to the point: “Yes, you are in the right place. This meeting is just going to be you and me, no scouts, no coaches, no management.” I tell him up front that I am a performance psychologist and that I am going to do my best to get to know him, to find out how he is built from a psychological perspective. He relaxes his shoulders and his smile is almost back.

I ask him to first answer some questions on the computer that is set up in front of him. I sit with him for the fifteen minutes it will take to complete and then we chat about his responses, as I want to make sure I get my assessment right. I am also sure to tell him that there are no trick questions, which is true. We get started quickly as I only have this official time slot of thirty minutes to get a read on his performance style before the next prospect arrives at the door.

When it comes to performing under pressure, some people are just naturally better. Finding those with the potential to perform at a high level, consistently over time, is big business, especially in the sports and corporate worlds. Who is more likely to excel or disappoint? Who is the less risky choice? Who will fit into the current culture smoothly or require less supervision? Organizations are always looking to find and develop the best talent, but it’s also important to understand how that talent will perform long-term. In other words, they wish to maximize their return on investment.

When selecting players, NBA teams will measure and test everything about that player from his vertical jump to his height (with shoes and without), and the length of his hands. Medical exams, game statistics, social media checks, and on-court drills and scrimmages are evaluated. Private investigators are even regularly hired to comb through player backgrounds to see what may be lurking. With so many disparate data points being considered (some useful, many not), it is not surprising that analytics has become increasingly routine in the attempt to identify those variables that best predict player potential or ability.

But what really separates one performer from the next? What insights determine who will be able to contribute more? “Talent” is the easy yet often incorrect answer. It’s certainly an incomplete answer. Take Benny’s NHL career, for instance.


He is so talented—what happened?

After six years in professional hockey, Benny was starting to feel a little less shiny and welcome. By now he was supposed to have amounted to more. He had thought he was doing fine and having a nice career, but the coaching staff, management, and even the media were starting to question his contribution to the team. Why wasn’t he scoring more? Why was he late to practice? Why wouldn’t he stop taking dumb penalties during the playoffs?

As a high draft pick, Benny should have been more productive on the ice. His scouting reports had all reflected how smooth his skating was and how skilled his hands were around the net. The reports also boasted, and this is real, that “he had a big ass,” which apparently meant he would be tough to push off the puck. (I still think this notation should be filed under “fun facts” rather than objective selection data.) When the scouts and management interviewed Benny, they felt he was easygoing and talkative. He seemed eager to please (it was an interview, after all), so they assumed he was confident and coachable. They predicted that Benny would be a very valuable asset, they couldn’t miss.

What happened? Why wasn’t he as good as his skills indicated? Did they get it wrong? No, they didn’t. He was definitely skilled. But in their excitement over his wrist shot, management ignored his personality characteristics. Benny’s pre-draft performance-style report highlighted the potential problems to come. He was impatient, prone to frustration and snap decisions on the ice. He was a hothead. He was likely to take unnecessary penalties, often at crucial times in big games, because he was tense under pressure and undisciplined in the moment. His lack of seriousness meant that he glossed over his coaches’ repeated requests that he stick to his assignments and not just do his own thing.

The head coach no longer trusted him on the ice. Management was done with him. They didn’t want to invest more time and effort in trying to develop him as they felt they had already squeezed as much out of him as they could. They were disappointed and felt Benny had let them down. So they traded him. Benny’s talent level hadn’t changed (in fact, he had become a better player), but neither had his performance style. He had a hard time thinking through his actions and restraining himself under pressure. The organization had made the shortsighted mistake of assuming that top talent trumps all.

Assessing talent is one thing, but predicting success is entirely different. Benny’s story illustrates one side of this coin, Cole’s the other.




He turned out to be so good—what happened?

Cole was selected way down the list in the same draft as Benny. The scouting notes on Cole were unremarkable. Unlike Benny, he was not projected to be anything near a franchise player. But this team was progressive and decided to go one step further in their selection process. In addition to the report from me, I had been working on a performance-style tool that the scouts could use to rate their prospects on various observable behavioral characteristics, such as competitiveness, decision accuracy, and quality of effort. Cole wasn’t especially talented, but he ended up at the top of their psychological attributes list. They didn’t think he had the physical talent to amount to much, but based on his self-discipline and drive they decided to select him using one of their last picks.

Cole’s mental- and performance-style highlights were impressive. He was patient, listened to coaching instructions, and didn’t panic on the ice. He was serious about training and took time to analyze his play so he could make adjustments. His discipline meant he showed up on time, maximized his strength and conditioning, and worked on his weaknesses. His consistent approach allowed him to get the most out of his potential. Cole surprised everybody, including the team that drafted him. He became a superstar. The staff may have underestimated his hockey ability, but they had certainly nailed his ability to cope with adversity, demand the best of himself and his teammates, and stay focused over a season. In short, everybody missed his potential because talent doesn’t tell the whole story.

If that’s the case, that talent isn’t everything, then what should we focus on?




Tap into your performance style

Simply put, your performance style is you being you. How you naturally behave, both on the job and more generally in life, provides powerful insight into how you will perform under pressure. If you don’t understand your most prominent behaviors, you may miss what makes you good or how best to meet whatever challenges are waiting for you. Know which behaviors elevate your performance or rob you of results. Then modify your approach (or completely change it) to get more from any situation. This book is about how to do that, but our starting point is understanding our natural reactions.

Think about your own performance style. Are you able to quickly move past mistakes or does biting self-criticism keep you on your heels and underperforming? How do you react to accurate but negative feedback? Do you keep your cool when you need to? When faced with uncertainty do you forge ahead with decisiveness or hang back and wait to see how things unfold before you try? If you understand which of your natural reactions can trip you up, you can learn to manage them more effectively.

For instance, if you know that you usually become passive and avoidant when presenting your ideas, you can learn to be more forceful and even stand your ground when challenged. If you are an overly quiet, reserved person, you can develop ways to express yourself and engage more effectively. Maybe you want to make a tight deadline without dissolving into a moody mess with those around you. Or sidestep your fear of failure and really try this time to crush your personal best in the upcoming 5k race, just like you do in training. Whatever your performance ambition, look a little deeper so you can enjoy connecting to your natural competencies and, more importantly, pinpoint those behaviors or tendencies that need to be refined.

What kind of performer are you? If you’re naturally assertive you don’t mind making decisions and putting them into action. You tend to take responsibility for your choices and are comfortable being accountable for them too. You deal with conflict in a straightforward manner and confront difficult situations with resolution in mind. You can delegate tasks with positive energy. You take initiative and are up for any reasonable challenge. You will be direct but respectful when you tell your boss she is being too heavy-handed with you or that you would like more responsibility. In general, you will take charge and get things done.

As with all styles and general tendencies, watch for a downside. If this assertive type sounds like you, when stressed you may feel as though you are losing or giving up some power. Watch that you don’t become too demanding or argumentative and fight back when you don’t need to. Listen longer before jumping into a debate and try making suggestions rather than telling someone what to do. Let the other person offer their opinion and make sure you aren’t talking down to anyone. Compromising or agreeing to disagree can help you avoid an unnecessary argument.

What if you are more passive in nature? Modest and humble, steady and helpful, you are more comfortable and productive in lower-pressure environments. You will take a few calculated chances here and there but will approach risk with caution. You prefer others to speak up for you and you don’t see the need for conflict or confrontation. Trustful, you thrive in a harmonious environment.

But sometimes disagreements are unavoidable. Be ready, when necessary, to address an issue or oppose a person. It’s important to learn to not give in, and to resist being self-effacing (shrinking away may leave you feeling frustrated). Stay cool. Practice saying what you think rather than meekly mentioning your thoughts hoping someone will pay attention. Think about how you would like to present yourself and rehearse it in your mind—see yourself responding as you would prefer.

Does your mind move fast? If your thoughts are always moving quickly from one thing to another, you may be spontaneous and intense. If so, you like variety and are a master at managing multiple tasks. Anxious for results, you aim to get twenty things done every day (and when you don’t, you are annoyed). You are fast-paced and restless. Energetic, you have a good sense of urgency and love being in the action. You are great at adapting to changing priorities. Impatient with the status quo, you may get bored easily, especially if you aren’t that interested in the task.

The downside here is you may have a quick fuse and get frustrated easily, even if you usually recover quickly. Try not to decide things too fast; a touch more persistence and patience could have gotten a better result. Know that you tend to lose your focus under pressure and have a plan to manage it.

Perhaps you are more steady in your mood, tolerant and cooperative. Your patience and consistency allow you to listen well and be a source of help and calm to others. You are naturally calmer, composed. You like to sit and focus for longer periods of time. Repetition and predictability are a comfort, so performing under unexpected change or shifting expectations can be exasperating. If your job requires fast output, or your teammates are scattered and impulsive, work may get stressful.

You react better to routine and planning, so be ready to adjust when your boss runs in demanding that everyone drop what they’re doing and brainstorm solutions to a problem, now. Be ready to speed up your actions. Make timelines for yourself. Too much patience may result in missed opportunities, so you’ll have to practice embracing the unknown.

Maybe your style stems from your sociability and persuasiveness. You are outgoing with your close friends and seek out new people. You love to be liked and resent feeling left out or ignored. Your trusting nature makes small talk easy, and people tend to find you charming. You like to look good and have your talents visible and recognized.

These are natural gifts for a performer, but the trick is to make sure you try to be objective in your interactions. Don’t overtalk, you may miss out on something important. Be aware of the need to temper your optimism with a measure of seriousness so you can remain realistic. At times you may need to stop goofing around and refocus on your task.

What if you’re the opposite: a serious person who likes to work solo or one-on-one? You are reserved, maybe shy and reflective. Skeptical too. You love your alone time and need it to function at top form. You are good with facts and like to problem-solve, to analyze and think, think, and think again.

Remember that talking more will help you communicate better. If you aren’t sure of the plan, ask questions. When you do so, open your body language, don’t be afraid to look people in the eye and speak with more inflection. Smiling never hurts, either. It’s proven to lower your tension, and put others at greater ease, which can only help your performances.

Maybe you are a lover of certainty and rules. You work best when you have structure and know exactly what is expected. You are precise and self-critical. Perhaps you don’t like to try something unless there is a high probability you will be able to hit your high standards (which also extend to those around you). You will over-worry about small (and big) things, and fuss when criticized, usually because you want to be excellent, or certainly not bad.

Watch for being sensitive and defensive when challenged as the person may be trying to help you improve. Avoid being overly critical of others and trying to be right all the time. Remember that things don’t have to be done the way they have always been done. Keep the big picture in mind by staying open to new ideas. Check in with those who can help as you will feel relief and reassurance if you can confer your ideas or have your work checked.

Less common are the truly independent types. Self-reliant, you don’t need precise direction and the security that comes with it. You are more likely to get the gist of something and then give it a go to see what happens and adjust from there. You love to express your opinion and are tenacious. People never suggest that you are a perfectionist. In fact, too many details stress you.

You may dismiss rules or directives that don’t make sense to you and create your own work-arounds. As a big-picture type, you get yourself into trouble at times as you forget about the details and miss following up on small “unimportant” tasks (others will see this as unprepared and annoying). For these people, being on time and organized, prepared to address details that others value, will go a long way to improving performance.

These are the most common performance types I see. You may identify strongly with one or see yourself partly in several, but you should now have a better understanding of your own style and of those behaviors that may hinder your talent. Why are some people better? Because they modify their natural reactions in the moment. They use their heads. Any type of performer can excel, and this book will show you how.

To be clear, some performance styles are more desirable and easier to live with, for both you and those around you. But not everybody gets one of those. We all know that person who seems to float by adversity with ease and poise and get results. Good for them, I want them to enjoy the ride. But the rest of us must work to keep our tendencies in check. That can be hard unless you know the shortcuts. I call them the difference makers.








Chapter Two The Difference Makers


Passive or forceful, quiet or gregarious, jumpy and tense or calm and tolerant, no one performance style guarantees success or ensures failure. But some characteristics definitely move you from great to greater, so why not act them out more often?

I am not suggesting you change your personality—you can’t. I am encouraging you to change it up, for that specific event, situation, or interaction where you want to excel. Then you can go back to being the wonderful, natural you. It’s not faking it—this is what the best do when they need to pull themselves together to be their best.


Take action

If you are a cautious, helpful, undemanding, or modest person, one that likes to “play it safe” and study a situation before you act, this difference maker is for you. You would be surprised by how many top performers are also mild and moderate by nature. But they have learned to make things happen rather than watch things happen. They initiate and do; they don’t shrink from difficult situations. They don’t take action all the time, mind you, but they know what they need to do to get things done.

Think of your natural assertiveness level on a scale. If you are generally a 3 (more passive and tentative), you don’t need to become a 10 to take action and do a job well. That would make you more of the belligerent and overbearing type, and nobody needs that. Bumping yourself up to a 5 or 6 is all you need to get yourself to action and results.

Richie did it this way. I had only been working with this Major League Baseball team for a couple of weeks. I walked into the team training room, where players were getting treatment and preparing for the evening game, and I heard a player yell across the room, “Dana! My mind is all f-cked up!” I started to laugh but when I realized that he was serious, I told him, “Okay, so let’s unf-ck it.” I had no idea if Richie was feeling unprepared to be the starting pitcher that night or if something was going on in his life off the field. Either way, game time was looming and he wasn’t happy.

We had only about fifteen minutes to talk so we went into speed-meeting mode. We sat in the dugout and I asked Richie what he thought was going on. He said he wasn’t exactly sure but was definitely stressed about starting the game that night. I asked him some details about his previous few games and he replied, “My last two starts were my worst all season, so now when I am on the mound I just can’t focus, everything is a blur.” He wasn’t thinking of throwing strikes, he was seeing himself throw wild pitches and being pulled from the game early.

He had to be able to take action out there on the mound in a couple of hours. So we decided that for this game he just needed to focus on “throwing properly” to get away from the worries of blowing it. He realized that he always maintained good command of the ball when he “stayed back” on the mound (not rushing forward) and when he “finished out front,” meaning he fully extended his release straight to his target, right through the catcher’s glove.

In this one brief talk together, he traded hesitation for decisiveness and pushed himself up the action scale by connecting to what he had to do more of. Richie finished his planned five innings with a win on his record. Taking action didn’t change Richie’s personality; it helped him overcome a natural characteristic to make him perform better in the moment.




Slow down

Emotional control rules your ability to get results under pressure. The foundation of emotional control is a calmer, clearer mind. Owning the ability to self-soothe, to be able to calm down quickly, and to act with patience lowers your tension and puts you more in control. If you can slow down, you can mitigate a bad mood and settle your feelings of stress and worry. Quieting your thoughts means you’ll argue less, hold back snap decisions, tamp down a rising temper, and stay focused on the task in front of you for longer. Slowing down actually gets you where you want to be faster and better.

Terry had been a federally appointed judge for three years. He was fast-paced, energetic, and liked to get things done. He was confident in how he handled his courtroom, his preparation was meticulous, and he managed difficult interactions smoothly and empathetically—all except for one. His natural energy and openness would often dissipate quickly when lawyers seemed unprepared. Late arrivals, shuffling of papers, missing files, and delayed responses all made Terry immediately angry. That anger wasn’t the end of the world but it would negatively affect his behavior and he didn’t like it. In this situation, Terry tensed up; he leaned forward in his chair, his eyes narrowed, and his jaw tightened. His tone became stern and dismissive. He would admonish his targets when they faltered. At these moments he felt reactive and less objective. It was the only time he became frustrated and distracted.

After we had dissected this one big derailer we talked about a solution he could employ quickly. He first had to change his physical demeanor. He told himself to sit back, sit tall, drop his shoulders, and loosen his jaw. Focusing on adjusting his body for a few seconds allowed him to circumvent his default attack mode. Then he made a point to remind himself not to take the sloppy behavior personally, that the lawyers were just inexperienced or unorganized (or both), not purposefully disrespectful of him or his courtroom. Then he could choose to discipline appropriately, if he thought it was warranted, or ignore the situation and move on. Either way, he reminded himself to keep his tone even and stay on task to avoid an emotional detour that diminished his performance.
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