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Foreword
Jeff Wilkins

When there are two seconds left on the game clock and the difference between winning and losing rests on your ability to kick a football through two uprights that seem to be much farther in the distance than the stats would indicate afterward, it truly takes mental toughness to perform at your best. 10-Minute Toughness is the mental training plan I used to mentally prepare myself for the pressures of playing in the NFL.

I believe that every athlete deserves to learn how to use 10-Minute Toughness. It is easy to understand and actually enjoyable to complete. It helped me focus on exactly what I needed to do mentally to be able to consistently perform under pressure. 10-Minute Toughness helped me keep a high level of confidence and simplify what I needed to stay focused on to kick at my best. It helped me in good times, and it was also a great resource in helping me through tough spots.

When I would line up for a game-winning field goal (or any kick, for that matter), instead of focusing on how important the kick was for my personal and professional goals and my teammates, coaches, and friends (not to mention the collective will of an entire city), I was able to quiet the crowd and opposing team and enter the mind-set that allowed me to kick at my best. I was in control of my thoughts, which helped me to have a very successful NFL career.

I contacted Jason Selk about his mental training program because I wanted to learn how my mind could help me play at the highest level possible. I didn't want someone trying to help me with personal issues. Not to say that my life is perfect, but I am a happy, healthy person; have a great family; and have been blessed in many ways. Jason was great in that he really listened to what my goals were and specifically tailored what he did to give me exactly what I wanted.

I can remember on one occasion when the Rams were down by ten points to the Houston Texans with twenty-six seconds left on the game clock. Ryan Fitzpatrick, our third-string quarterback, led the team to a late touch-down to bring us within three points. As I prepared for the onside kick, I remember feeling calm, confident, and focused on exactly what I needed to do. We recovered the kick and the offense miraculously got us in position to tie the game. I would need to make a forty-seven-yard field goal to put us into overtime.

With four seconds left on the Reliant Stadium game clock and my team losing 27–24, I took my steps back, looked up and centered the target, took my steps over and got set, told myself to drive through the ball while my intensity and aggressiveness built, gave the OK to the holder, and the ball was snapped. From forty-seven yards away, I hit it hard and drove the ball right down the middle to send our team into overtime, where we would eventually go on to beat the Houston Texans 33–27 in a thrilling victory.

At the moment right before the ball is snapped—when the stadium is rocking with sixty thousand fans pelting me with every curse and hex they can muster, the opposing coach trying to freeze me, the opposing defense ready to flatten me, and the game on the line—it all comes together: the physical and mental training. That's the moment when mental toughness blocks out the noise and focuses my concentration on doing my job to my greatest potential.

The thing that all reporters get wrong when they ask me about "pressure" after the game is, in that one moment, there is no pressure. When I try to explain why, they can't fathom it, but I've been there a thousand times before. In every practice I see myself executing flawlessly, I know the feeling of being calm and aggressive at the same time—where my mind has a pinpoint focus on the one thing I need to do to be successful, where every muscle in my leg fires in sequence as I connect with the ball and send it sailing through the uprights. In my mind I've practiced that kick a thousand times along with another thousand kicks with the game on the line, during the Super Bowl, as the clock expires, or in overtime before the largest audience to ever see a game. Everything after that is a chip shot.

The doubts everyone is curious about, wondering whether they creep into my mind, have no room in my head because I practice controlling my thoughts the same way I practice nailing down my technique. It all becomes routine, and mental toughness is what brings everything together.

10-Minute Toughness is what the title says—ten minutes a day that connect your talents and abilities to the outcome you're seeking. As a retired NFL player looking forward, I can see as many applications in the business world for the toughness Jason Selk's program brought out of me as there were on the football field.

I went to Jason to channel my skills for the big game and give myself the best opportunity to rise to every occasion, but the tools he gave me go beyond extra points and field goals. His teaching—and by extension, this book—puts you at your best when you most need to be there. It shows you how to put your best foot forward each time your number is called. As a kicker, I couldn't ask for much more than that.
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Introduction

Uneasiness was creeping onto the faces of the players and coaches in the St. Louis Cardinals' dugout as the bottom of the eighth inning began at Busch Stadium. It was September 30, 2006, just one day before the end of the season, and the upstart Milwaukee Brewers were ahead, 2–0. The Cards were fighting for the National League Central Division crown. Over the past two weeks, they had watched an eight-and-a-half-game lead over the Houston Astros dwindle to just one game. St. Louis needed to win both of its final games to secure the division title and playoff berth.

After notching two outs in the eighth, the visiting Brewers were four outs away from officially spoiling the Cardinals' postseason hopes. The Cardinals had managed to load the bases, when thirty-four-year-old pinch hitter Scott Spiezio stepped into the box. Spiezio, a switch-hitter, knew that the pressure was on and that it was up to him to deliver a key hit in crunch time. Hard-throwing reliever Francisco Cordero quickly got ahead in the count, one ball and two strikes, but Spiezio came up big on the next pitch, stroking Cordero's offering off the top of the right-field wall for a bases-clearing triple that put St. Louis ahead for good, 3–2. The Cardinals would wind up winning the NL Central Division and would go on to win the World Series.

Even though Scott had some off-the-field difficulties after two very productive 2006 and 2007 seasons, he has a great heart and a strong mind. He is capable of a good many things, and I believe the mental toughness he displays on the field will carry over and help him overcome lapses in judgment and make healthy decisions in his personal life as well.

It was a wild finish to the 2006 season for Spiezio, who'd considered retirement after a dissatisfactory 2005 season as a Seattle Mariner. In 2005, Spiezio had just three hits in forty-seven at bats, a .064 batting average for the career .255 hitter. Though he had been the starting third baseman for the world champion Anaheim Angels in 2002, his release from the Mariners after 2005 seemed to imply that his glory days were over. But Spiezio made up his mind to give it another try and see if he could recapture his previous major-league success.

About a week of spring training remained before the start of the 2006 season when Scott contacted me about working with him one-on-one in my 10-Minute Toughness (10-MT) program. At the time, he still didn't know if he would make the team. Scott already had some background with the program from attending a series of three one-hour presentations that I gave to the entire team at the beginning of spring training.

Right from the start, I could tell that Scott was determined to do whatever it was going to take, both physically and mentally, to become a key contributor to the Cardinals. Physically, he had committed to an extensive weight-training regimen that went above and beyond the base program set up by St. Louis's strength coach, Pete Prinzi, and his staff. Mentally, Scott wanted to make sure he was consistently in a frame of mind conducive to meeting all of his goals and getting the results he felt capable of achieving.

For Scott, the result was a season that revived his career. In 276 at bats, he hit .272 (third-highest batting average in his eleven-year career), with thirteen home runs and fifty-two runs batted in. In addition, he was a major contributor to the Cardinals' getting into the 2006 postseason and having great success. It was surprising to some observers but certainly a welcome career resurgence for a veteran who was expected to be a utility player on a team with a deep lineup of talented hitters. In his sixty-one starts, Scott wound up giving the Cardinals the kind of production they would expect from an all-star-caliber player in his prime playing years, and he did it in clutch situations.

Where did this sudden rejuvenation come from? It came from an impressive work ethic that included Scott's identifying his goals and from his diligence in sticking with the process we set up together to help him achieve his definition of success. I did with Scott what I do with all of my clients: quite simply, I asked the questions that needed to be answered in order to make things better for Scott, the baseball player. There were no painstakingly long sessions spent in an office discussing questions like "Can you tell me about your childhood?" The 10-Minute Toughness program is simply about identifying and utilizing a handful of mental tools that are proven to help people perform more consistently.

I choose to relate Scott's story when I talk about my program for two reasons. First, he began seeing the benefits of working with it almost immediately. He had a solid spring training and made the Cardinals' opening-day roster. He completed his mental workouts daily as part of his pregame preparations. For Scott, 10-MT became just as important as taking batting practice or spending time in the weight room. As he put it, "I feel more focused and prepared when I complete my mental work. I think it's every bit as important as the physical work I do, because, more than anything, it helps me keep it simple."

Second, Scott's story highlights the importance of athletes taking care of themselves in their personal lives as well as developing skills and abilities for professional success. It is important to note that mental training, like physical training, can help athletes reach their ultimate goals. However, it is essential for athletes to make good decisions off the field as well. Engaging in healthy relationships and having good nutrition and sleep habits are ever-important pieces of the puzzle. No matter how physically strong or mentally tough a person is, substance abuse is a major obstacle to success.

The Mental Weight Room

Over the last ten years, I've been fortunate enough to work with Olympic gold medalists, NCAA scoring leaders, major-league all-stars, NASCAR drivers, golfers in the PGA and LPGA, NFL Pro Bowlers, and countless other professional and amateur athletes. As a sport psychology consultant, I expect that players will talk with me from time to time about a personal issue other than on-field performance, but I am not some touchy-feely counselor interested in psychoanalyzing athletes' deepest, darkest fears and desires. Nor am I likely to ever spout some Freudian cliché about my clients' id or superego and how the disposition of the personality all relates back to the mother. The truth is that we all have issues in our lives. We don't become adults without developing some baggage along the way. Regardless, I would be making a mistake in assuming that the players with whom I work are interested in my help restoring, rehabilitating, or revitalizing their mental health.

Elite athletes don't want me getting inside their heads and screwing things up. After all, these are people who have cultivated their physical ability to reach the apex of achievement in their sport. In the grand scheme of athletic competition, these players have already enjoyed tremendous success by the time I start talking to them. When presented with the opportunity to work with a sport psychology consultant, they figure there are a whole lot more things that can go wrong than there are things that might go right. What I always try to make clear to the individuals with whom I work, whether athletes or executives, is that my chief aim is to help refine their existing skills more efficiently and consistently than they could do otherwise.

In essence, an athlete who decides to work with me to improve his or her mental game is no different from one who hires a nutritionist to maximize muscle growth. A dietitian or nutrition expert identifies the specific formula of vitamins and protein supplements that will help build an athlete's body to its most efficient form. However, merely hiring a nutritionist won't do much good if that player isn't in the weight room doing the work that will optimize how those carbohydrates and protein shakes affect the body's physical stature and growth.

The same is true for athletes and businesspeople who work with me. My 10-Minute Toughness routine provides competitors of all ages and skill levels with the "nutrients" essential for mind building and strengthening. I am not getting into the heads of the individuals with whom I work—they are getting inside their own heads. I merely steer people in the best direction by asking them the right questions and getting them to think about their goals and identify exactly what it will take to achieve these goals.

I don't pretend to be an expert on any of the sports in which my clients participate, whether it's baseball, football, basketball, gymnastics, or any other activity. Athletes looking for a mental edge don't need another external voice coaching them along. What they do need is to learn how to become their own coach, internally.

A Program Born of Frustration

Concreteness and simplicity are the main points I endeavor to attain in my program. In the years leading up to developing 10-Minute Toughness in 2000, I became frustrated with mainstream sport psychology books. The literature was loaded with excellent concept and theory; however, it lacked a concrete mental-training program to help athletes better control their success. My hands-on experience working with professional and amateur athletes told me that athletes were also frustrated with the lack of a simple, defined mental-training process.

People who wanted to get physically stronger would consult a trainer, and the trainer would provide them with a strength program that included a specific and proven method of getting physically stronger. The strength program would be something like three sets of ten of this exercise, three sets of twelve of that exercise, three sets of eight of another exercise, and so on. A person who follows such a program can't help but get stronger. In contrast, many of the sport psychology books tell you to be mentally stronger but don't provide you with the strength program to fully accomplish the desired mental toughness.

While other sport psychology books do a good job of telling you what to think, 10-Minute Toughness will teach you exactly how to develop the mental toughness needed to formulate and maintain those productive thoughts. It provides individuals with the details needed to accomplish the development of mental toughness. If you complete the mental-strength program provided here, you cannot help but become mentally tougher.

Athletes want to be told what to do to become better. They seek tangible results that are reflected in their performance. Amazing progress has been made in the field of sport psychology over the last twenty years, yet controlling the mental disposition of athletes today—regardless of skill level—is seemingly as difficult now as ever before. It doesn't have to be. The power lies in the hands (and head) of the athlete. All that's needed are the tools.

The title of this book, 10-Minute Toughness, implies that in ten minutes, athletes can be mentally prepared for competitive success. Although it seems too good to be true, it's not. An individual who will allot ten minutes per day to focus on mental work will gain the mental edge needed for competitive excellence. Athletes using 10-MT spend approximately four to five minutes after each practice and competition to focus on strengths and goal-related thinking. They also spend five minutes a day completing a five-step mental workout prior to the next day's training and/or competition to help develop a pinpoint focus on what they are trying to improve and what it takes to make it happen.

The 10-MT tools are scientifically proved to enhance the mind's ability to focus on the qualities necessary for improvement and consistency. The real value of 10-MT is that it is simple and concrete enough for athletes and other competitors to understand and to commit to integrating into the daily training routine. Think about it: in just ten minutes a day, you can guarantee that you will be mentally prepared for every practice and competition.

The field of sport psychology has identified self-efficacy (self-confidence) as the most influential mental variable in controlling performance. This means that if you have a strong belief in your ability to perform well, then the chances of your actually performing well greatly improve. This program is specifically designed to help athletes improve self-confidence. The two most effective ways to develop self-confidence are to perform well and to physically and mentally prepare to perform well.

The program works because it has two primary strengths. First, it forces athletes to identify the "process of success." The process of success is a clear and concise assessment of what it takes for the athlete to perform well. This assessment is done daily after training and competition. Second, a mental workout provides a vehicle for mentally training the identified process of success. In addition, athletes visualize success outcomes to enhance self-confidence. They identify the most beneficial thoughts to have and then condition their minds to be able to maintain those thoughts more fully throughout training sessions and competition. It is certainly not rocket science, but it absolutely works!

Essentially, what 10-MT does is provide athletes with a simple and concrete method of focusing the mind and body on precisely what it takes to be successful. Athletes then rehearse the process of success on a daily basis, which strengthens the mind and increases the likelihood of fully realizing their goals.

I have presented the 10-Minute Toughness mental-training plan not only to athletes and coaches but also to business executives and corporate teams, performing artists, and many other types of clients. This book will give you the tools to customize the program for your own needs. Whether you're an aspiring athlete, a middle manager looking to connect better with your team and get ahead, or someone striving for personal fitness, mental toughness is the common source for the drive necessary to bring your goals within reach. I use athletes and competitive sport as my primary examples in the pages that follow, but the principles of mental strength training are the same for competitors on and off the field.

The Three Phases of 10-MT

There are three essential phases in the 10-MT mental-training program. Phase 1 is what I refer to as the mental workout. This individualized mental-training plan helps athletes identify and focus on their "control points," or what it takes for success. Athletes learn to consistently maintain mental focus during training and competition by completing the mental workout before stepping onto the field.

As you read through "The Mental Workout" chapters in the first section of the book, you will fill in specific details for each of the tools. These details will likely change over time, so it is important to learn how to use the tools in combination and, as you progress, to feel comfortable changing the details to more specifically tailor the program to your needs. As you will see, the mental workout will become a terrific vehicle for emphasizing and making whatever improvements you desire.


	10-Minute Toughness Mental Workout


	1. The Centering Breath. A fifteen-second deep breath designed to control arousal states.


	2. The Performance Statement. A specifically tailored self-statement useful for increasing training and competitive focus.


	3. The Personal Highlight Reel. An advanced form of visualization allowing athletes to increase skill refinement and consistency.


	4. The Identity Statement. A concrete self-statement proven to enhance self-image and performance confidence.


	5. The Centering Breath. As in step one, a biologically established relaxation technique used to increase the potential to perform well under pressure.




As you become familiar with the tools, you will have the knowledge and expertise to adjust the mental workout to become more effective. The mental workout takes no more than five minutes to complete and contains five steps, which are covered in depth in Chapters 1 through 5.

Phase 2 comprises developing and utilizing an effective goal-setting program. Typically, when coaches and athletes attempt to create a goals program, it turns out to be an hour of writing down goals at the beginning of the season and then revisiting those goals at the end of the season. The 10-MT goals program teaches athletes and coaches how to enhance motivation and performance by integrating goals into everyday training sessions and competition.


	Vision clarity: Ultimate goal accomplishment associated with sport.


	Product goal: A result-oriented goal that is clearly measurable and is usually most effective if it emphasizes accomplishments in the next twelve months.


	Process goal: The daily action needed to accomplish both product-and vision-level goals.


	Success Log: Questions that encourage the identification of personal strengths and specific desires for improvement.


	Personal Rewards Program Questionnaire: Questionnaire that identifies the athlete's motivational preferences.


	Personal incentive style: The motivational preferences of athletes that enhance training and competition intensity.




The 10-MT goals program helps athletes and coaches identify individual and team vision clarity, as well as product goals and process goals. In addition, Success Logs are used to improve daily goal emphasis. Athletes also complete the Personal Rewards Program Questionnaire to identify the personal incentive style that produces the ideal motivational impact for training and competition intensity.

Developing a relentless solution-focused approach is phase 3. I have been fortunate to have worked with some incredibly successful individuals. Whether they are professional athletes or corporate executives, I always try to elicit what those individuals believe to be the top reasons that they have been able to rise above the masses and achieve extraordinary accomplishments. I have noticed that one trait that truly successful people have in common is that they have developed and maintained a solution-focused approach in their careers and in life.

Phase 3 teaches individuals how to develop a relentless focus on solutions. The solution-focused model, Always have a solution on the board, is illustrated through real-life narratives and results. Athletes and coaches are able to realize the small difference between good and great by asking, What is one thing I can do that could make this better? The solution focus offers a reliable tool for reaching and exceeding one's potential.


	Always have a solution on the board: A results-driven model that identifies the biological and environmental obstacles to achieving greatness.


	What is one thing I can do that could make this better?: A concrete method of overcoming all obstacles and making success a permanent state.




Thinking Outside the Box

As the St. Louis Cardinals entered the postseason in 2006, a rejuvenated Scott Spiezio was more prepared for success than he had ever been. Physically, he had spent countless hours in the weight room and even more time working on his hitting and fielding. From a mental standpoint, 10-MT had successfully prepared him to manage the postseason pressure.

Spiezio had learned to use centering breaths to control his heart rate and arousal state. His performance statement, "See it; short and compact swing," helped him develop and maintain pinpoint focus on staying calm, recognizing the pitch, and then putting a powerful, short, compact swing on the ball. Spiezio used his personal highlight reel to train himself to believe in his ability to perform well under pressure. He had visualized himself being calm, confident, and successful countless times throughout the season, which helped lead to his triumph in that key eighth-inning at bat against the Brewers. To intensify his work ethic and enhance his self-image, he repeated his identity statement to himself in his daily mental workouts: "I put the work in. I am a dominant major-league hitter."

After defeating the San Diego Padres in the National League Division Series, the Cardinals were down one game to none in the National League Championship Series against the heavily favored New York Mets. In the seventh inning of Game 2, the Mets were ahead by 6–4 and appeared destined to take a commanding two-game lead in the best-of-seven series. With two men on base and two outs, Scott Spiezio once again found himself down to his final strike with the Cardinals' season seemingly hanging in the balance. He had swung and missed on two tough changeups by Guillermo Mota and was expecting another off-speed pitch but instead saw a fastball, which he pulled foul to stay alive.

With Mota keeping him guessing, Spiezio stepped out of the box to regain his composure. "See it; short and compact swing," he told himself as he stepped back into the batter's box. The very next pitch, Spiezio put a short, compact swing on another fastball and crushed it off the right-field wall. He missed a home run by inches, ending up with a triple that drove in two runs to tie the game. The stunned New York Mets were unable to recover, and Spiezio doubled in another run in the ninth inning.

The Cardinals went on to beat the Mets in a physically grueling yet unquestionably memorable seven-game series. Eventually, St. Louis would ride the momentum to a World Series championship over the Detroit Tigers. The so-called experts hadn't given the Cardinals much of a prayer against the Tigers, who were coming off a dominating series sweep to capture the American League pennant. Of course, there weren't too many people giving Spiezio a chance of such a career revival, either. For Spiezio and the 2006 Cardinals, numbers could not relate the entire story. The team did not listen to what other people thought, because that was not important. What is important for athletes is to focus on the process of success and what it will take to reach their goals. The 10-Minute Toughness workout gives athletes the focus that they need to reach their potential and beyond.


PHASE 1
THE MENTAL WORKOUT


CHAPTER 1
Centering Breaths
Controlling Your Biology

There are five steps in the 10-Minute Toughness mental workout. The steps take varying times to complete depending on the athlete, but each is vital in its own way. Some sport psychologists recommend performing this workout either before going to bed or after waking up in the morning, and that's how some athletes do it. I know of athletes who believe that by performing the steps before bed, they can influence the dream state and thereby become more effective. However, my clients and I have found that the best results are achieved when the workout takes place within sixty minutes prior to every practice or competition.

Solid Foundation of Mental Strength

When I first developed this program, I emphasized game day more than training days. My original goals were to get athletes to use centering breaths, positive self-talk, and visualization in competition. For example, I worked with a promising high school wrestler who had all the requisite raw skills but who suffered from competition anxiety. Before matches, he would get himself so worked up that he would begin to sweat profusely, he would get dizzy, his stomach would hurt, and at times he would even hyper-ventilate. His head was spinning so fast before competition that he had no chance once the match began.

In our first session, I taught him how to use centering breaths and various relaxation techniques to help him control the anxiety he experienced before competition. For two months, we worked on mental skills designed to relax him in competition, but things were not improving for this talented wrestler. With my eye on competition day, I told him to take more centering breaths and to focus more on using his relaxation tools just prior to the start of the match.

Finally I decided to emphasize developing a firm basis of mental strength, more like what a weight-training program does for the body. I came up with a mental-training program that would give this young man a foundation of mental strength so that on competition day, rather than his mind being an obstacle to him, it would be an asset. What he needed was to develop mental toughness in training, as opposed to trying to use mental tools as a Band-Aid during competition.

An analogy illustrates my point. Imagine that you are a baseball player, and it's the bottom of the ninth inning of Game 7 of the World Series. Visualize yourself as the starting left fielder for your favorite team. You are up to bat with your team behind by one run, with two outs. With teammates at second and third, all you need is to get a base hit, and you and your team will be world champions.

Before the season began, you hired the best track coach in the country to teach you the most effective running techniques. All season, you have been working on your running form, and as you stand in the batter's box, you have all the techniques of running form mastered. There is just one problem: you have not done any strength training for your legs. Although you have the technical tools of running figured out, you have minimal leg strength.

As you face the opposing team's dominant closer, you direct all your energy to getting a hit. On the first pitch, you get your pitch and put a solid swing on it, but you are just a little out in front, and the ball is hit sharply to the third baseman. You realize it is going to be a close play at first, and you hustle out of the batter's box. You focus on your running form and try with all your might to beat the throw, but the leg strength is just not there, and you are thrown out at first.

Now let's take a different training approach for the same situation. It's still the bottom of the ninth of Game 7 of the World Series, with the same score and runners on base. Again, all you need is a base hit to make you and your team world champions.

The difference is that before the season began, you hired a strength coach to help you develop your leg strength and speed, which complemented the work you've done with your track coach. Every day of the season, you have worked diligently at developing the leg strength needed for speed, and as you stand in the batter's box, you are stronger and faster than you have ever been.

As you face the opposing team's dominant closer, you put all your energy into getting a hit. On the first pitch, you see your pitch and put a solid swing on it, but you are just a little out in front, and the ball is hit sharply to the third baseman. You realize it is going to be a close play at first, and as you hustle out of the batter's box, you don't need to think about running fast, because the strength and speed are already there for you. Before you know it, you feel yourself touching first base, and you hear the wild reaction of the crowd. Fans are chanting your name as your teammates cross home plate, and your team wins the game.

While the analogy is a bit dramatic, it is this concept that led me to create a mental-training program fashioned like a concrete, itemized weight-training program. I have found that the athletes who do the 10-MT mental workout every day before practices and games are the ones who then have the mental strength needed for mental control in competition. Even the business executives who follow my mental workout proceed to acquire the tools to better hold their own in the corporate jungle. Once the mental strength is developed, individuals can readily decide what tools to call on for different situations. I no longer concern myself as much with what tools athletes use on game day. I know that if athletes will commit to completing the mental workout as part of their practice routine (a minimum of four days per week during the season), they will effectively begin using their mental tools and strength during competition.

Eventually the wrestler and I figured out that it was best for him to complete the mental workout before practices and strive to develop the mental ability needed to better deal with competition. A couple of years later, the wrestler received a Division I college scholarship for wrestling. He sent me an e-mail after his freshman year and told me he was still doing his mental workout every day before practice. He said his teammates used to laugh and say that when he was doing his mental workout, he was going to his "happy place." After his sterling freshman year, though, those same teammates who were once laughing at him asked him to teach them how to do the mental workout so they could get to their happy place.

Pressure Is More than Butterflies

Athletes at all levels experience pressure during competition. Feeling nervous is a biological inevitability, whether a player is standing on a free-throw line, a pitching rubber, or the fairway of a golf course. This anticipation—or what is often referred to as "a case of the butterflies"—is natural and can fill a player with vivacity and adrenaline, but pre-competition nerves become a hindrance when an athlete does not know how to adequately control the body's ability to prepare for success.

From a scientific standpoint, one of the first things that occurs when a person feels pressure is the acceleration of the heart rate. The increased heart rate frequently causes people to rush what they are doing. This is why people tend to talk faster when they are nervous. On the athletic field, the same thing happens. A player who gets nervous will speed things up, and this typically will have a negative impact on performance. An effective way to control heart rate is to use a "centering breath" before and during competition. The centering breath, often referred to as a "diaphragm breath," is a long, deep inhalation of air into the diaphragm. Inhaling air into the diaphragm is a biological tool that helps control the heart rate. Taking a deep, centering breath allows individuals to keep their heart rate under control and perform at a more effective pace. Easy enough, right? Well, unfortunately it's not so easy.

About five years ago, I had taught one of the major-league pitchers with whom I was working to take a centering breath any time two opposing players got on base. In his next outing, he began the game with two scoreless innings. Then, he caught a bad break in the third inning when a bloop hit fell in for a single in shallow left field. He became noticeably irritated and walked the next batter. With no one out and two men on base, the television camera zoomed in on him. It was obvious to viewers that the young pitcher was angry with himself. He was shaking his head and talking to himself under his breath.

As I watched the situation unfolding, I found myself talking to the television screen. "Step off the mound and take a centering breath," I said, hoping the pitcher would somehow telepathically respond to my pleas. The next batter came up and hit a long fly ball off a pitch that hung up in the strike zone. The left fielder caught the ball at the warning track for the first out. Again, the camera closed in on the pitcher; this time, there was a look of relief on his face as he took a deep breath that lasted three seconds. Now my plea became louder, and I stood up to yell at the TV, "Step off the mound and take a longer, centering breath!" Four of the next five hitters reached base, and the pitcher was eventually pulled from the game after giving up five runs in four innings.

Afterward, when he and I spoke, I asked him why he had not used the deep, centering breath we had talked about. His answer was, "I thought I did." A centering breath is not the same as a normal deep breath. The centering breath should be a deep, cleansing breath that slows the heart rate. A three-second breath does not fit the bill, because air must enter the diaphragm for a true centering breath to work its magic.

Centering Breath = Diaphragm Breathing

I have tried to simplify diaphragm breathing by qualifying a good centering breath as one that lasts fifteen seconds. The formula is 6-2-7: breathe in for six seconds, hold for two, and breathe out for seven seconds. Individuals under the age of twelve should try to have the centering breath last eleven seconds (4-2-5). I have found that if players take a deep breath that lasts fifteen seconds, they will in fact get air into the diaphragm, and the heart rate will slow. My personal findings indicate that attaching time to the centering breath is more effective than monitoring oneself getting air into the diaphragm. It is much easier to count to fifteen than it is to determine whether air has entered the diaphragm.

Make sure as you're taking centering breaths to count a full fifteen seconds. Remember that when you are in a pressure situation, you will feel like rushing the breath. This is when you truly need it the most. If you can't maintain the full fifteen seconds, that is a sure indication that you need to take another one. Stay at it until you can get the fifteen-second centering breath. If you need to, imagine a stopwatch ticking off the full fifteen seconds.


	Arousal state: The level of energy or excitement an athlete experiences during performance.




One core aspect of training is known as arousal control. The heart rate is a primary control of a person's arousal state. It is important to control heart rate because using the mind effectively becomes increasingly more difficult as the heart rate rises. Once the rate gets to 120 beats per minute, the mind will not be nearly as sharp (unless proper conditioning and mental training has occurred), and at about 150 beats per minute, the mind will essentially shut down and go into survival mode. (In this state, even the best athletes will lose the ability to maintain mental acuity.) Additionally, an elevated heart rate increases arousal states. Athletes need to learn to control heart rate and arousal so that energy supplies are more present in the action moments of training and performance.

Playing with Heart

A punter with whom I worked in the NFL used to have trouble catching the snap before delivering his kick. He would get nervous just before the play and would bobble the football at times, which hurt the quality of his punts. The speed of an oncoming rush of extremely large professional football players will do that to a kicker. Not only is a punter staring at eight or nine players rushing at him full speed, but also he must think about doing his job flawlessly—all in the span of about three seconds.

This particular player found that if he visualized taking a good centering breath right before the ball was snapped in his mental workout, then he was much more likely to take that same good centering breath in reality just before the ball was snapped. This discovery allowed him to be much more at ease and to slow the procedure down to the desired pace. His hand-to-foot times (the amount of time that elapses from when the punter catches the ball to when his foot contacts the ball) sped up, and his hang times (the amount of time the ball is in the air after the punter kicks it) increased as a result of his using the centering breath in his mental workout as well as just before kicking.

The best performances generally occur when the arousal state and heart rate are the same or similar in training and in competition. Many times, the heart rate in training is far lower than it is in competition. This change in arousal between competition and training usually has adverse effects on performance. With this in mind, it is a priority for athletes to learn to control heart rate so that training and competition arousal states are similar.

A client who is a collegiate golfer had this to say: "It's weird, because hitting balls on the range is easy for me; ninety percent of the time, my swing feels great, and the ball goes right where I want it to. When I get out on the course, I start thinking about results, and the next thing I know, I'm uptight, and I can't find my swing. That's when I use my centering breaths. It's still not as easy as it is on the range, but it definitely helps me relax and find my swing."

At rest, an athlete's heart rate is typically between 60 and 70 beats per minute. In anaerobic sports such as golf, gymnastics, and diving, athletes may experience a heart rate of 90 to 100 beats per minute when training. When the same athletes in anaerobic sports are feeling competitive pressure, the heart rate may be as high as 120 to 140 beats per minute. The increased heart rate makes it more difficult to repeat training success. This is one of the main reasons that athletes experience inconsistency in competition.

In the early 1990s, a study was performed on the men's golf team at a Division I university. The golfers were first hooked up to electrodes and heart monitors, and baseline putting-success percentages were established. Each golfer was then asked to try to match or beat his previously determined baseline. If the golfer could accomplish this feat, he would receive a small amount of money. What became obvious was that the heart rates of the golfers were going up and the success rates were going down.

Next, the researchers increased the amount of money in the kitty. As the money increased, the heart rates also increased, and the performances got worse. Then the researches invited the crew of a popular television show to come in, with all the lights and cameras, and record the goings-on for the whole world to view. Again, the heart rates of these elite-level golfers rose, and the performances continued to plummet.

The results of the study affirmed what the researchers already suspected to be true: only a small amount of pressure (in this case, money) is required to dramatically affect heart rate or arousal. If the heart rate in competition is significantly different from the training rate, performance ability typically suffers. What we need to learn to do is prepare for competition in training by increasing arousal states of normal, day-to-day practices and to deal with competition by controlling this pressure or arousal state in the competition setting. The centering breath is a biological tool to help accomplish this task.

Mike Mussina, a major-league pitcher with more than 250 victories in the regular season and postseason combined, discussed the importance of controlling arousal states in Bob Rotella's book The Golfer's Mind: Play to Play Great.1 He said that when he was a kid, his dad put a strike zone on their barn and built him a mound sixty feet away. When he would pitch to the strike zone on the barn, he would imagine he was pitching in the major leagues. He would project himself pitching well in various pressure situations.

When Mussina went from Baltimore to play for the Yankees, the local press asked him how he was going to handle the pressure of pitching under the scrutiny of the New York stage. He calmly and confidently answered that when he was a kid, he often imagined himself pitching well in the most important games. Now as an adult pitching in those games, he imagines himself hurling to the strike zone on the barn. Mike has thus come up with a way to increase the pressure and arousal in practice and decrease it in games. Perhaps Mike Mussina doesn't need centering breaths as much because he planted the seeds for confronting that kind of pressure at an early age. Many of us don't have the mental toughness of Mike Mussina, so it seems to be highly effective to prepare yourself to deal with pressure prior to competing and to have a functional method of controlling arousal during competition. The centering breath will be a great tool to help you deal effectively with pressure.


CHAPTER 2
The Performance Statement
Simple and Concrete

Early in the year 2000, Sean Townsend had established himself as one of the United States' best male gymnasts, and he was poised to show the world that he was a major force to be reckoned with. In 2001, he collected his first gold medal at the World Championships and placed in the top ten twice in World Cup competitions, identifying himself as a serious medal contender for the 2004 Olympic Games.

Just as Sean was beginning to prepare for his Olympic run, a knee injury derailed his training. He was disheartened at having worked so hard for so long only to have his dreams dashed so quickly. Inadequate training brought on by nagging injuries dropped Sean out of the international spotlight. It appeared as though Sean Townsend's gymnastics career might be over. Then in June of 2006, with the support of his coach, Kevin Mazieka (also the Olympic team coach), he decided to recommit to his training and make another run at his Olympic dream.

In November 2006, I traveled to Houston to help Sean and Kevin implement the 10-Minute Toughness training program as a complement to the intense physical preparation Sean was undertaking. Watching Sean and Kevin train is unforgettable. They both approach their work with unheralded passion. Although neither is shy about getting to the point, they seem to have an unspoken language through which they can express deep concern and pride. As I watched them work together in practice, I noticed true commitment and perseverance.

Coach Mazieka was able to strike a balance between pushing and supporting. At one point, he jumped all over Sean for not paying enough attention to detail while working on what seemed like impossible moves on the pommel horse. The coach pleaded with the twenty-eight-year-old to keep his elbow straighter at the critical moment of the skill. Kevin's attention prompted Sean to push harder on the next turn. Just minutes later, Kevin was there to praise Sean's effort even though the gymnast had just fallen on his dismount. It was clear to me that the coach and athlete respect each other wholeheartedly. Coach Mazieka talks about Sean with the pride a father has for a son: "Sean is a very special talent. He works very hard, and he is a terrific young man."

On February 8, 2007, Sean Townsend and his trusted coach walked into the Las Vegas Sports Complex for the first of two national competitions to select the Senior National Team, which represents the Untied States in all world and Olympic competitions. This time around, things were different: Townsend was not the odds-on favorite. In fact, few insiders believed he had the ability to climb back to the top of the podium. Townsend surprised the field on the first day of competition by fighting his way to a third-place finish.

With Sean almost two points out of first place, he and Kevin discussed strategy for the final day's competition. Many people thought Townsend would play it safe in the finals and feel satisfied with finishing anywhere in the top six. (Similar to a golfer laying up instead of going for the green on an approach shot, gymnasts sometimes eliminate particularly difficult skills from a routine if they have built a lead that they do not want to risk relinquishing.) Townsend and Mazieka had a different plan. With Sean's revitalized training and confidence, they both knew he was good enough to win the competition, and that is exactly what they set out to accomplish.

On the second day of competition, after making up ground on the first four events, Sean was in striking distance with two events remaining. All he needed to do was stay with what had brought him to this point. He had the momentum, and the other athletes were now watching in amazement as he competed with supreme confidence. Sean had discovered that part of his problem over the last three years was that he had been focusing more and more on results rather than on staying in the moment and executing one skill at a time, one routine at a time.

As part of his 10-MT mental workout, Sean created a performance statement to help him stay in the moment. A performance statement is a specifically designed form of self-talk. Self-talk is the conversation that goes on in a person's head throughout the day. It is said that the average person has up to sixty thousand thoughts per day—that's a lot of self-talk. The unfortunate thing about those thoughts is that the majority tend to embody self-doubt or negativity. If we do not choose our thoughts carefully, they can (and many times do) have a negative impact on performance.

Going into the final two events, Sean realized that he was starting to get ahead of himself in thinking about results. He forced himself to concentrate on his performance statement: "One skill at a time, one routine at a time." High bar was Sean's next event. It was both his strongest and most difficult event. For the previous three months, Sean had been using his mental workout to train his mind to stay focused on "one skill at a time," and the effect was obvious as he moved through his high-bar routine almost flawlessly. With one event to go, Townsend was virtually tied for first place with one of the country's most talented and determined young gymnasts. It was the classic showdown of the old veteran taking on the young phenom. Townsend maintained his thought process, and after completing an inspiring floor exercise, he eventually went on to win the competition and claim the top spot on the Senior National Team.

Thinking Through Performance

From a mental standpoint, the most tried-and-true way to increase performance is to improve confidence. Self-talk is one of the most influential agents for honing self-confidence. Extensive research in the sport psychology world confirms that an athlete's internal dialogue significantly influences performance. Athletes who have negative self-talk will generally experience poor performance; conversely, when athletes keep their minds focused on positive performance cues, they are more likely to experience success.

In 1985, tennis great Ivan Lendl had a record of nine wins and twelve losses against John McEnroe. To improve his chances for success against McEnroe, Lendl decided to improve his self-talk. He began repeating to himself daily, "I look forward to playing John McEnroe," and over the next six years, Lendl beat McEnroe ten times while only losing three times.1

Pete Sampras, another tennis superstar, said that positive self-talk was a definite help to him in working through adversity and tough points. Sampras would tell himself to "stay focused on the present" and "prepare for the next point" rather than letting his thoughts swirl and become negative.2

The benefits aren't limited to the gym and tennis court. In preparation for the Ironman World Championships, one athlete had this to say after achieving her best time and finishing fourth in the world: "Training the positive self-talk for a few months allowed me to focus only on myself and what was going on in my body and mind in sync. . . . The tangible rewards were a huge perk for me, but the real treasures of that race were my newfound ability to use my self-talk tools and remain in the moment."3

A performance statement is a type of self-talk designed to help athletes zoom in on one specific thought to enhance performance consistency. It is a simple, yet concrete, thought that specifically identifies the process of success, or what it takes to perform at your best. As you read through the next pages, think about the one core thought that puts you in the best position to play at your peak when you focus on it. For some sports it will make sense to have more than one performance statement.

For the baseball player, there may be a performance statement to emphasize hitting (track the ball, smooth and easy) and defense (set, stay down, watch it into the glove). A basketball player may choose to combine both offense and defense into one performance statement (hustle every possession; attack every rebound; drive, drive, drive), while the gymnast may have a performance statement for every event she competes on (floor: quick hands, tight legs, squeeze; vault: top speed, feet in front; bars: hollow handstands and elbows locked).

The key is to identify the single most fundamental idea of what it takes for you to be successful to allow you to simplify the game. Keeping it simple will allow you to free your mind and body from complications and distractions and play loose with great confidence and passion. As we reach the end of the chapter, I will ask you some very specific questions to help you identify the exact performance statement best suited for you.

It is highly beneficial for athletes to know what to think as they are preparing for competition. Many times during training and competition, an athlete will experience what I call "don't" thinking. In "don't" thinking, people tell themselves what not to do. For example, a hockey player with whom I work used to tell himself, "Don't screw this up, don't swing too hard, and don't hit the ice before the puck." This type of thinking is not helpful, because by directing the mind to what is not supposed to be done, it increases the likelihood that the athlete will feel stress and anxiety. This state, in turn, makes it harder to pay attention to the task at hand, and thus people are more prone to do exactly what they were hoping to prevent.


	"Don't" thinking: An ineffective series of thoughts in which the athlete focuses on what he or she does not want to do rather than on what should be done.




Mental clutter is another impediment to clear thoughts among athletes. Mental clutter is all the stuff that goes through the mind that interferes with important thoughts about the performance. For the majority of athletes, mental clutter usually occurs because individuals do not know what they should be thinking. Even athletes who have been instructed on what to think have trouble at times because they haven't trained their minds to maintain a specific focus under pressure. Performance statements help athletes stay focused and perform at their best when it counts the most.

Now as the aforementioned hockey player prepares for training and competition, he says to himself, "Relaxed and smooth; my shot is compact and powerful." When he stays relaxed, it helps him to play his game and stay within himself. He knows that if he keeps his mind on "relaxed and smooth," he is better able to avoid all "don't" thinking and mental clutter. In his first year of using 10-Minute Toughness, his scoring percentage increased from 8 percent to almost 30 percent.

Leading with Your Mind

Mental toughness is abnormal, just as physical strength is abnormal. We are born without much muscle development. As we grow, if we don't emphasize physical fitness, we will not develop appreciable strength. In that sense, it is somewhat abnormal to be physically strong. The same is true for mental toughness: most people don't commit to replacing their negative thoughts with positive thinking.

In my opinion, the essence of mental toughness is the ability to replace negative thinking with thoughts that are centered on performance cues or that contribute to improved self-confidence. The more often negative thoughts are replaced with positive self-talk, the more successful and mentally tough a person will be. An athlete's body listens to what the mind tells it. If the mind has up to sixty thousand thoughts a day, and normal thinking is filled with self-doubt and/or negativity, imagine the impact on performance.

It is important for athletes to identify the thoughts that produce consistently strong performance. Once players figure out what those thoughts are, they can train their minds to focus only on those thoughts during competition. George Brett, the Hall of Fame baseball player, used to tell himself, "Try easier," as a reminder to use a smooth and easy swing at the plate. Although this process sounds simple enough, it can be difficult to pull off, especially while under competitive pressure. The mental workout is a structured and concrete method of identifying and controlling the positive self-talk necessary for peak performance.

While it is not a revelation to most people that they should avoid negative thinking, how many of us truly know what we are supposed to think about? The most helpful method to stop self-doubt and negative thinking is thought replacement. Effective thought replacement occurs when you decide what you want to have happen and then think more often about what it will take to make it happen. Whenever unproductive thoughts ("don't" thinking or mental clutter) infringe, replace them with productive ones.

Replace all thoughts of self-doubt or negativity with thoughts of what it is that you want, and you will be much more likely to have those things occur. If you do this as often as possible, your life will be more enjoyable, and you will markedly improve your odds of reaching or exceeding your potential. It is helpful to construct some specific positive self-talk statements prior to facing adversity so that your mind is more practiced and able to use positive thinking when it is most needed.

Thought Replacement

During spring training, I started working with a minor-league pitcher in the St. Louis Cardinals organization who used to believe he had trouble getting left-handed hitters out. Whenever a lefty would come up to the plate, he would think, "I always have trouble against lefties." He would then tense up and have more difficulty finding the strike zone. This made it easier for left-handed hitters to enjoy success against him. Soon scouting reports started reflecting the pitcher's problem with left-handed hitters. Opposing managers were stacking their lineups with lefties, and the left-handed hitters were growing in confidence when they would face this once feared pitcher.

The pitcher became aware of his destructive thought pattern and the necessity to change it. He began replacing his original thought, "I always have trouble against lefties," with his performance statement: "Stay back; pitch for contact." He was telling himself to keep his weight back, which helped him keep the ball down in the strike zone. Pitching for contact enabled him to be more aggressive. Instead of trying to throw the perfect pitch, he now concentrated on throwing a quality, well-located pitch in the strike zone.

Gradually, the pitcher gained more and more success against lefties, and it all started with replacing his unhelpful self-talk with a practical performance statement. Anytime the pitcher realized that he was thinking about how hard it was to pitch to left-handed hitters, he would replace that musing with "Stay back; pitch for contact." This technique allowed him to hone in on the one action that helped him to pitch at his best. By the end of the season, the pitcher had lowered his earned run average (a measure of how may runs a pitcher allows per nine innings) against lefties by a full run and was invited to major-league spring training the next year. He commented, "By the way I am pitching, I know I can dominate at the major-league level. It's just a matter of time."

The key to using thought replacement in sports is to identify what thought is most helpful for performance. If you determine what you want to accomplish in any given situation and then lock your mind on what it takes to achieve that goal, you will have a much better chance of reaping the rewards. This is true in any setting—business, sport, or even social. As often as possible, choose to think about the path to success rather than the obstacles in your way. You have to decide what you want and then put your energy into acquiring it. Don't wait for good luck to find you. Go out and create your own luck.

The only reliable method of overcoming self-doubt and negative thinking is to supply something else for your mind to process. That is where the performance statement comes in. The performance statement serves two principal purposes. First, it is a way to avoid self-doubt, negativity, or mental clutter. Second, it helps you perform at your best by directing your thoughts toward targeted areas of strength. Performance statements enable you to stop dwelling on elements that make it harder for you to perform and start thinking about what helps.

Dominant Self-Talk

Recognizing that you must eliminate self-doubt or negativity is only half the battle. Unfortunately, following through can be a tricky undertaking. Try this quick exercise: Don't think about a pink elephant with blue running shoes. Don't let a pink elephant with blue running shoes cross your mind. Do not picture a pink elephant with blue running shoes. . . . What happened? Did you think about a pink elephant with blue running shoes? Of course you did. The only way you wouldn't have thought about a pink elephant with blue running shoes would have been by focusing completely on something else.

Cognitive psychology has taught us that the mind can fully focus on only one item at a time. For instance, if you were intently focused on a red and white hot-air balloon, you could have avoided thinking about the pink elephant. In short, if you are thinking about what is going wrong in your life, you cannot be thinking about what it takes to make it right. The most effective way to avoid self-doubt and mental clutter is to replace the negative thoughts with specific positive thoughts. The performance statement is an individually tailored positive self-talk statement. It will keep your mind trained on success and what it takes to get there.

I will give you two more examples of performance statements and how they help. I worked with a major-league player who wanted to improve his ability to hit the outside pitch. He developed the following performance statement for hitting: "Relax; look away; go away." He was telling himself to stay loose (it is important for him to swing nice and easy even though he is a power hitter), look for the ball on the outside part of the plate, and then hit to the opposite field. This player had little trouble hitting the inside pitch, so he thought that if he could train himself to hit better to the opposite field, he would have much greater overall success. He was right; his ability to hit to the opposite field improved, and his batting average rose twenty points in one season.

A cyclist client has the performance statement "Weight back and breathe easy." He is teaching himself to concentrate on keeping his weight back so that he can more aggressively use his legs to turn the wheels. Also, he knew he had a tendency to get overexcited, which sped up his breathing and, over the course of the ride, cost him large amounts of energy.

Make sure your performance statement keeps you in a positive mind-set. An obvious way to do this is to avoid using the word don't. For example, the cyclist who often gets too pumped up before a race does not tell himself, "Don't get overexcited" or "Don't put your weight forward." Instead, he maintains the proper frame of mind by reminding himself what he needs to do.

Your Performance Statement

As I said earlier, it is advantageous to create your performance statement before facing problems in training or competitions. You can better identify the best way to think when you aren't already in a negative emotional state. To create your personalized performance statement, you need to single out your specific process of success.

Up to this point, the discussion has featured mostly athletes and thus has been weighted toward technical execution. If you instead are using 10-MT to further develop your business career, you might shape your statement around effective communication or negotiation techniques. Here is an example of a performance statement for an executive with whom I work: "Listen first; then decide; be swift and confident." She uses her performance statement to remind herself to listen to her team and clients before making decisions and then to move steadily ahead.

Similarly, if you are using this program to help you maintain a personal fitness routine and get in shape, then your performance statement might highlight your commitment and dedication or the routine itself. A client trying to prioritize exercise had this as his performance statement: "Three days on, one day off; dedicated and committed; I clear my own path." His highlights aren't as much about the technical aspects of doing it right as they are about his desire and ability to be healthy.

Always use what you think works when creating your performance statement. The best method I know of to identify your process of success is to answer the following questions (you can use the space provided throughout to record your answers):

 

1. Imagine that you are about to compete in the biggest game of your life, and the best coach you have ever had is standing right next to you. Sixty seconds before the competition begins, your coach looks you in the eye and tells you that if you stay focused on this one thing or these two things, you will be successful today. What one or two things would the coach name? (Be as specific as possible, and remember to avoid using the word don't.)

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

2. Again, imagine that you are about to compete in the biggest competition of your life, but this time, you are both the coach and the athlete. Sixty seconds before the competition begins, you, the coach, look at you, the athlete, and relate that if you stay focused on this one thing or these two things, you will be successful today. What one or two things would you, the coach name? Your response to this question may very well be the same as your answer to the previous question; however, if there is a difference, trust yourself. Remember that you are truly the expert on what you need to do to be successful.

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

You need to decide how many performance statements you would like to develop. Most athletes pick the one most important aspect for them to focus on, creating and using only one performance statement. Some choose to use two or more performance statements: gymnasts and divers typically elect to create one performance statement for each event or dive; basketball and baseball players may want to create them for offense and defense; golfers may create one performance statement for putting and another for all other swings; tennis players might have one specific to the serve and one for ground strokes.

A conversation I had with a player on the St. Louis Cardinals while developing his performance statement may help you with this concept. He felt his current hitting coach was the best coach he had ever worked with, so I asked him to imagine that he was about to play in Game 7 of the World Series, and, sixty seconds before the game began, his coach looked him in the eye and said that if he would focus on one thing that day—just this one thing—on every single pitch, he would be successful. I asked him what that one thing was. Although it was difficult for him to imagine at first, he said the coach would tell him to trust himself, look for his pitch, and then attack.

Then I asked him to imagine that he was in the same situation, Game 7 of the World Series, and had been cloned to be not only the athlete but also the hitting coach. Sixty seconds before the game began, his hitting coach self looked at his player self and said, "If you focus on this one thing before every pitch, you and I both know you will be successful." I asked him what he would say to himself in that situation.

Although this was even tougher for him to imagine, he thought that he would tell himself to see the ball and hit it. When I asked him what it took for him to see the ball, he replied, "Seeing the ball is so important for me. I mean really see the ball and then just focus on swinging short and easy. When I think short and easy on my swing, it actually produces a more powerful swing than when I try to overpower things. The key for me is to concentrate on picking the ball up early and then just swinging short and easy."

He thought that picking the ball up early was more helpful than seeing the ball and that finding his swing—short and easy—put him in the best position to hit the ball. "Loading" early was also an essential part of this process, so he initially thought his performance statement would be "Load early, pick it up, short and easy." So I asked him to put himself back in Game 7 of the World Series, seeing himself on deck and digging into the box with the whole world watching. But this time he was to imagine that his mind was focused on only one thing: Load early, pick it up, short and easy.

He imagined the at bat but decided he didn't like the part about loading early and instead went with "Pick it up early, short and easy." In doing so he felt good: "I was relaxed and confident and felt exactly how I would want to." After I asked him how the at bat went he replied, "I hit a game-winning double off the wall; it was awesome!"

Now take a moment and create your own performance statement. Think back to the previously mentioned scenario where you are about to compete in the biggest competition of your life. What do you think would be the one most productive thing for you to be focused on? Remember to have your performance statement(s) reflect what it takes to perform well. Once you decide how many performance statements you are going to use, go ahead and write them down. I have included a few lines to write in, in case you want to have more than one performance statement. Remember, keep it simple and identify the one core thought that allows you to play at your best.

Performance statement:______________________________________________________

Performance statement:______________________________________________________

Performance statement:______________________________________________________

Performance statement:______________________________________________________

Performance statement:______________________________________________________

Performance statement:______________________________________________________

For all athletes, knowing what to think always beats letting thoughts naturally occur. Remember that letting your mind have its way can often cripple you with self-doubt or negativity. Your body listens to what your mind tells it. If you are thinking about all the things that could go wrong, you are making it more likely that things will go wrong. On the other hand, if you replace all self-doubt and negativity with your performance statement (or some other form of positive self-talk), you are more likely to achieve the goal of playing at or beyond your potential.

Emphasizing your performance statement by including it in your mental workout will condition your mind as to how to think. The more often that athletes complete their mental workout including their performance statement, the more faithfully they remember to focus on what it takes to be successful in training and competition. Sean Townsend feels that his performance statement is invaluable to his newfound success as one of the United States' top male gymnasts. "My mental training has given me the confidence I need to really go after my dreams as a gymnast," he remarked. "If I take it one skill at a time, I like my chances."

With the accomplishment of making the Senior National Team, Sean and Kevin set their sights on the 2008 Olympics in Beijing. Just a few years earlier, Sean's knee injury called into question what his future held as a competitive gymnast, but Sean kept things simple with his performance statement, "One skill at a time, one routine at a time."

Athletes should try to emulate Sean's approach as much as possible, because it prevents "don't" thinking from affecting performance. Players and coaches are often heard to say that they are taking things "one game at a time." They should go further and concentrate their energy on the most important components of performance when competing. For a pitcher, it could be throwing every pitch with thorough conviction. For a tennis player, it could be staying relaxed and fluid on every volley. For a golfer, it could be keeping the head down and following through on every single shot.

Take a minute now to rewrite your performance statement. Write down the one most important thing for you to think about as you prepare for competition. (Make sure that your performance statement does not include the word don't and that it is specific.)

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

Make a solemn promise to use your performance statement (or some other thought centered on enhancing performance or confidence) every time you catch yourself having negative thoughts. There is no need to beat yourself up if positive thinking isn't happening as often as you would like, but make it a point to keep working on it, and in time you will become better and better. Once you truly pledge to make your thoughts more beneficial, you will see that it is possible within even a few weeks to keep your inner dialogue more productive.




End of sample
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