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Foreword

I’m always trying to think about how we are going to improve and move to the next level or how I am going to get that little bit extra out of a player. Steve Bull has provided excellent advice and support in helping me to do this. During 2004 I was playing badly and I knew I had to do something to regain my form. I started seeing Steve on a one-to-one basis and we worked on techniques to help clear my mind and relax more. I respect his professional approach and his expertise in the psychology of performance. Mental toughness is critical in top level sport and I am sure that it’s essential for success in business too. Steve Bull’s ideas and techniques will equip anyone in business with a game plan for acquiring the winning edge.

 

Michael Vaughan, OBE,
 Captain of the 2005 Ashes winning England Cricket Team




1

Beginning with the Ashes in Mind

In the summer of 2005, the England Cricket Team regained the Ashes by beating Australia in a five match series, which has been described by many experts as the greatest series of all time. The ebbs and flows of each game were captivating, even to the non-cricket follower. The margins of victory were invariably desperately small. The pressure was immense throughout. Mental toughness played a crucial role from the opening minutes of the first day at Lords to the final climax at The Oval on 12 September. Going into this fifth match, England were winning 2-1 and needed at least a draw to regain the trophy that had eluded them for the previous 18 years. In his weekly column preceding the start of the match,  Sunday Telegraph cricket correspondent Scyld Berry wrote:The Fifth Test starting at the Oval on Thursday can absorb any superlative you care to throw at it. The biggest sporting occasion in Britain since 1966; the most important cricket match ever played in England, and the most significant anywhere if it ends up ending the Australian empire; and the climax of the most exciting Test series of all time.1

 

Scyld Berry, Sunday Telegraph
 cricket correspondent





So, under these extreme conditions, how were the players feeling going into this match? How did they prepare? How confident were they? How did they manage to stay focused on the right things? How did they deal with the pressure of expectation from the media and the public - not to mention that which they were placing on themselves? If you were advising those players in the lead up to the game, what would you have said? It’s too easy to simply say ’be positive - have confidence’. As Simon Barnes once wrote in his piece in The Times:Confidence is a bar of soap in the power shower of the sporting life. Grasp it too tight and it squirts from your hands; reach to pick it up again and you are flat on your back.2

 

Simon Barnes, The Times





We know that under pressure people can sometimes find a few extra percent and perform above their natural levels. Equally, and perhaps more commonly, some individuals simply fall apart when the pressure is on and experience the dreaded ’choke’ - a word that is banned from being uttered in many sporting locker rooms for fear of the psychological impact merely thinking about it can have. The England Cricket Team had been accused of choking many times in previous years but something was different about the 2005 team. They demonstrated a degree of mental toughness and resilience which had been absent in the past. Their ’attitude’ was different and as Jonny Wilkinson once said: That sort of attitude training, mental toughness if you  like, can be the difference between winning and losing.  What you want to develop is the kind of mentality that  says, in the last five minutes of a game when the score  is tied, ’Give me the ball’ rather than ’I wish this was  all over, I can’t do any more’. Winners and losers are  made right there.3

 

Jonny Wilkinson, member of 2003 World Cup winning England rugby team





This new found ’attitude’ demonstrated by these England cricketers did not, however, suddenly emerge at the start of the summer in 2005. As the old cliché goes … it takes five years to create an overnight sensation. Performances on the field during the summer of 2005 had been the result of years of hard work and quality preparation which had begun when Nasser Hussain took over the captaincy in 1999 and set about creating a different kind of ’environment’. When Michael Vaughan was appointed captain in 2003, he continued to raise the bar until eventually England were in a position to present a realistic challenge to the Australian team which had occupied a pre-eminent position in world cricket for more than a decade.

 

In short, in 2005 England had a ’game plan’ and each individual player going into that famous deciding match at the Oval knew exactly what he needed to focus on in order to maximize his personal contribution to the team effort. They were not going to get carried away with the enormity of the occasion because they would be focusing on their own individual ’performance processes’ over which they could exert personal control. They  would be totally prepared for all eventualities and feel absolute confidence in the knowledge that they had not left any stone unturned. They had established a ’framework’ for success which, although not guaranteeing victory, would certainly give them the best possible chance. And as Andrew Flintoff said at the conclusion of the series:They say that victory goes to the side that wants it more.  That’s an old cliché and it’s not true. Victory goes to the  side that prepares the best.4

 

Andrew Flintoff, England cricket all rounder





This book is about winning - but not on the sports field. It’s about winning in business. It’s about ’you’ winning in business. It’s about ’your’ personal performance at work. It’s about how you can create a ’personal performance environment’ that enables you to deliver at the crucial times. The book will help you create a ’game plan’ which will give you the type of mental toughness required to be a high performer in the ever more pressurized world of corporate life in the 21st century. This is a world which is demanding, dynamic and driven. Mental toughness is essential if you are to ’thrive’ rather than simply ’survive’ in a culture which increasingly expects you to deliver more whilst spending less. The book will explore different types of mental toughness and examine how knowledge of each can give you the platform for significantly increased levels of self-confidence and resilience. Whatever your position or role in a company, there will be tips and advice in the book for you. The approaches I shall outline are those that I have found to be most successful in my business consultancy working with individuals ranging across the company spectrum from CEOs to new recruits. The content of the book is based around a model of mental toughness which I developed out of a piece of  mental toughness research I conducted in my role as England Cricket Team Psychologist. As well as working directly with the England Team itself, this role has also involved running the Leadership strand of the England and Wales Cricket Board’s Elite Coaches’ Development Programme and has thus given me the opportunity to work closely with a wide range of high quality coaches as well as international players.

 

In 1996, I wrote a book called The Mental Game Plan: Getting Psyched for Sport, which provides the reader with a user-friendly guide to using mental skills in competitive sport. In the opening pages of that book, I asked the question, ’What is this thing we call mental toughness?’ and proceeded to outline a number of attributes demonstrated by tough performers such as high self-belief, staying positive in the face of pressure and having an extremely strong desire to succeed. Two years later I was working with the England Cricket Team during a summer in which they were playing against South Africa. England had not won a major Test series for over a decade and were 0-1 down in the series with two matches to play. The fourth match was played at Trent Bridge and it provided one of the most memorable periods of fierce competition between two players - Michael Atherton (who was batting) and Allan Donald (who was bowling). It was an awesome spectacle to watch as Donald peppered Atherton with a series of extremely fast and hostile deliveries. As the episode unfolded, spectators became aware that this personal battle would probably decide the entire five-match series. If Donald got Atherton out, South Africa would most likely win the game and hence the series 2-0 with a match still to play. If Atherton could hang on, and fend off Donald’s attack, England could win the match, level the series, and go to Headingley with a chance of sneaking an unlikely series win. The critical period of play lasted just under an hour. Atherton managed to hang on, see Donald off, and England won the  match. They went to Headingley and won there too, claiming an unlikely series victory which is still remembered for that 60 minute hostile and aggressive interchange displayed at Trent Bridge. Some time after the series, I was still, as a psychologist, fascinated to reflect on Atherton’s performance and arranged to interview him at length about how he coped with the demands and pressure of the situation. That conversation sparked an interest in researching the area of mental toughness generally in cricket. I was becoming increasingly frustrated with supposed experts who were liberally using the term to label players without actually understanding what it was and how it could be developed. I wanted to understand mental toughness from the perspective of those who had ’been there and done it’ in order to ascertain what we could learn to help our younger players be ’fast tracked’ to a position of superior mental resilience. At the same time, I was very encouraged to hear from Atherton that although he felt some people were naturally tougher than others, it was a skill that could be worked on and improved.

I think some people have natural mental toughness and some people don’t but I do think that it can be acquired and you can work to get better at it.5

Michael Atherton, former England cricket captain



I proceeded to survey over 100 cricket coaches asking them who they thought the toughest England players of the 80s and 90s were and then simply compiled a ranking list to identify the most appropriate players to approach. Knowing most of them personally, I was then able to conduct an in-depth interview with 12 of the top 15 ranked players. The list was a veritable ’who’s who’ of English cricket and included Graham Gooch, Mike Gatting, Nasser Hussain, Darren Gough, Alec Stewart and of course Michael Atherton himself (who was incidentally ranked No. 1 by a considerable margin!).

 

The results of this study were published in the national press but in the course of conducting the interviews and analysing all the data, I began to formulate a model that had wider ranging implications beyond cricket. It appeared that mental toughness was not as straightforward as many people would think and could even be categorized into different types requiring different ’mindsets’ for different situations. The model that emerged appeared easily applicable to other sports. I began reflecting on the experience I have had of working at three Olympic Games as Great Britain Headquarters Psychologist. During these events, I had observed how athletes, and indeed team managers, coped with the multi-faceted pressures which are so evident in the Olympic environment. I had seen mental toughness at its best and at its worst. I began reviewing all I had learned over the previous 20 years working in elite sport. During that time, in addition to my work in cricket, I had consulted with performers from the professional tennis circuit, the European PGA golf tour, both the English Soccer and Rugby Union Premierships, professional motor sport, the British Ski Team, the British Equestrian Team, the British Track and Field Team and many others.

 

Pulling all this material together, I then set about creating a model that would add value to my executive coaching in the corporate world. I tested the model with many individuals across a wide range of very different blue chip organizations in both the UK and the United States. Although the corporate context varies enormously between these companies, the challenges facing individuals seem to me to be remarkably similar. People are challenged with working long hours, have to perform under extreme pressure much of the time and must deal with constant change, adversity and setbacks. Confidence, clear thinking and resilience are prerequisites for success and will discriminate between winning and losing in the same way  that they will in sport. It is my observation that many people in corporate life do not fully appreciate that they are ’performing’ and hence would benefit from a ’performance mindset’ in dealing with their job demands. Consider the following situations that people encounter during their day-to-day business life:• conducting a one-to-one performance appraisal,
• making a presentation to the board,
• meeting a new client in a situation where it is crucial that a good impression is made,
• getting through a hectic 12 hour day which includes travel, several meetings, a working lunch and report writing,
• running a team meeting,
• presenting a monthly progress report to colleagues.



This list could go on and on but my point is that these challenges are ’performances’. Not in the sense of a Shakespearian play but in the sense of an athletic performance. They require focus, confidence, resilience, quick thinking and the ability to deal with distractions and pressure. In other words, they require ’mental toughness’. This being the case a great deal can be learned from the attributes and behaviours of the elite, mentally tough, sports performer.

 

In summary, the notion of the ’corporate athlete’ as originally described by Jim Loehr and Tony Schwartz several years ago, is resonating more and more with the business clients I come across these days. Individuals need a ’game plan’ to help them prepare for, cope with, and learn from, the pressures they are facing in everyday corporate life. This book presents a framework for that ’game plan’. I hope you enjoy it and I’m confident that if you apply the principles and techniques outlined you will significantly increase your prospects of winning in business by developing your mental toughness.




2

What is this Thing We Call Mental Toughness?

Winning is about individuals performing when it gets tough, not when it’s easy.1

 

Michael Vaughan, Captain of the 2005 Ashes
 winning England Cricket Team




It’s not easy 

Corporate life is tough these days - tougher than it was in previous years. Just as performance standards have increased dramatically in elite sport, so they have in business. Working hours are long, the demands are relentless, and the technology age, which has given us the capacity to communicate so quickly and efficiently, has simply piled on the pressure. So let’s make one thing clear from the start - performing at your best is not easy. If it were, we’d all be doing it a lot more often. Performing under pressure is tough and requires a mental approach that does not come naturally to many people. Fear, anxiety and poor emotional control are the default position for many in the corporate world … but not for winners. Winners have the capacity to enter challenging situations with confidence and a sense of excitement. They enjoy the buzz of having to execute quality performance against the odds. They love the ’great white heat’  of competition and seem to thrive on the pressure occasions. How do they do this? How do they stay focused? How do they remain calm? How do they display such a strong sense of self-belief when the circumstances appear so dreadful and intimidating? Answer - they are mentally tough. But what does that term mean? What is this thing we call mental toughness? The model that I’ve created in recent years is based on 20 years of work as a psychologist in elite sport and 10 years of corporate consulting as an executive coach. The model has been tried and tested in all sorts of different environments and will help you develop your winning edge by becoming more mentally resilient. The basic premise of the model is rooted in the importance of ’thinking’ in the performance process. As a sport psychologist, I have been fortunate to make a living for the past 20 years out of being a ’mind coach’ to athletes. This does not negate or trivialize the role of physical or technical abilities. Quite the opposite in fact. I maintain that if you get your mind right then you are simply allowing yourself the opportunity to display your natural talents to the best of your ability. Mind skills are not a substitute for other talents but rather the prerequisite for achieving optimal performance levels by coping effectively with the pressure of the situation. This is true whether it be on the playing field, in the concert hall, in the boardroom or in the office.

The mental strength is so important … there’s no limit if you’re prepared to get in there and fight it out.2

Duncan Fletcher,  Coach of the 2005  Ashes winning England  Cricket Team



The power of the mind is an accepted fact these days and there are libraries of books devoted to the topic. Many of these books, however, are quite long, involved and generic. I want this book to be ’punchy’ and focused on the business environment. I want you to be able to read this book quite quickly and hence start using the  ideas straightaway. The model I am about to introduce you to is not complicated, even though it is derived from many years of research and consultancy. It will help you to think more clearly about the pressures and challenges you are facing and put realistic plans in place to allow you to ’raise your performance bar’.




A model of mental toughness 

The following examples illustrate the kind of challenges which face people working in business and serve to introduce the various dimensions of the model upon which this book is based.

Mental Toughness Scenario 1: Geoff - 35-year-old marketing manager

Geoff is a confident guy who has had many successes during his time working in three different organizations over the past 12 years. However, the team that he manages has failed to deliver against its targets this year and Geoff is feeling responsible for the disappointing performance. Added to this, he has recently received a poor performance appraisal from his boss which ranked as the worst he has ever had. He is feeling very down about the current situation and is aware that his confidence has taken a beating. He and his team have a tough time coming up in the next few months and he knows that he will need to be resilient and tough to deal with all the impending pressures that are inevitable. But he can’t seem to get positive about things and he is struggling to regain his usual confidence. Each day seems to present another potential disappointment and Geoff knows that he must break this cycle of negativity in which he finds himself.



Geoff needs to turn things around in his own mind before he does anything else. He has to display mental toughness for his own good and for the benefit of his team. In short, Geoff needs some coaching on Turnaround Toughness. This is the first part of the mental toughness model and is all about regaining self-belief when things are going badly. Turnaround Toughness is about dealing with adversity and setback. It’s about coming back strong when things seem to have gone against you. We’ve all experienced this challenge at certain points in our lives. How do we regroup and focus on a positive approach for moving forward? Consider these specific situations:• Bouncing back after failing to gain a much-deserved promotion.
• Staying positive when working for an unsupportive or critical boss.
• Maintaining commitment to your organization when facing the imposition of unrealistic performance targets by senior management.
• Sustaining self-belief when you have performed poorly in the last few team meetings and received feedback about your lack of constructive contribution.
• Getting some really bad luck at a time when things needed to go your way.



How do you cope with the pressure these situations create? You must reconnect with your previous performance accomplishments and make sure that you approach your future challenges with a confident mindset that focuses on success and achievement rather than failure and disappointment. The world of elite sport is packed full of stories exemplifying this type of mental approach and Turnaround Toughness.

The two Olympic Golds and six world titles may go down as the defining statistics of my career, but I am more proud of making the most of my limited talent and never refusing to believe I wasn’t going to win at the Olympics - even after missing the 1992 Games through injury and those in 1996 due to illness the day before I was due to race.3

 

James Cracknell, Double Olympic Gold Medallist



James Cracknell had more than his fair share of ups and downs during his amazing career as an international rower - including being part of Steve Redgrave’s team which famously won Gold (Redgrave’s fifth) in Sydney in 2000. The quote above illustrates how Cracknell demonstrated Turnaround Toughness after having to deal with the disappointment of missing out on both the Barcelona and Atlanta Olympics before finally getting his chance in Sydney.

Mental Toughness Scenario 2: Laura - 28-year-old sales executive

Laura is a talented salesperson who regularly exceeds her annual targets. She is a confident extrovert who loves the challenge of influencing customers and closing deals. Her interpersonal communication skills are very strong and she is highly regarded for her contributions to team meetings. However, next week Laura has to make a presentation to the senior management group for the first time. She knows that two of the executives to whom she will be presenting are well known for their harsh views about the sales team as a whole and although Laura has been performing well, she knows that this will not count for  much in this particular situation. She is nervous about the presentation and is concerned that she may blow her opportunity for impressing the key decision makers in the organization. At the back of her mind she knows that she can do it but she is becoming increasingly anxious about all the things that could go wrong in the ten minutes she will be ’on stage’ presenting.


Laura is aware that her performance in this meeting will be closely scrutinized and that her reputation within the company will be significantly influenced by how she does. She has the ability to execute an excellent performance but she has to be focused and clear in the manner of her delivery. Laura needs some coaching on Critical Moment Toughness. This is the second part of the mental toughness model and it is about nailing something within a specific performance context. The golfer sinking the final putt to win on the 18th green. The footballer drilling the penalty kick to win the game. The tennis player serving an ace to save a match point. It’s about holding your nerve under pressure. It requires clear thinking and a positive focus. You don’t necessarily have to deliver anything out of the ordinary. Sometimes it’s simply delivering your normal thing under more demanding circumstances. In sport we sometimes talk about the ’clutch’ situation and the fact that it can separate champions from contenders. As Simon Barnes wrote in The Times in 1995:

The classic example is the two foot putt. Even the non-golfer can knock in two-foot putts. But could we do it for a bet of a million pounds? Or when the Ryder Cup depends on it? Most of us could walk along the kerb without a hint of concern about falling into the gutter. But supposing the kerb was 3000 feet off the ground? Not so easy. And that is what a clutch situation means.



Now consider these specific ’clutch’ situations in your world:• Clinching a big sales deal when you know you will only get this one chance and you think the customer has lost interest.
• Conducting a difficult one-to-one appraisal meeting when you know the other person is set on catching you out.
• Making an important presentation in front of a large audience when you don’t like public speaking.
• Bumping into the CEO in the elevator and having a two minute opportunity to impress.
• Performing your best during a job interview for a position in a company you have always wanted to work for and knowing that this is your one big chance.



So how do you get yourself into the ’zone’ as the athletes say? How do you create the kind of mindset that will give you the best possible chance of nailing the performance? You must engage in quality preparation involving focusing on the key processes which will set you up for success and ensuring that you maintain emotional control throughout the performance. Sounds easy doesn’t it? Sounds like common sense. That’s because, to a large extent, it is common sense. But … I often refer to performance psychology as ’a set of common-sense principles not commonly applied’. There’s no weird and wonderful stuff involved. It’s basic, down-to-earth common sense much of the time. But we know that people have a tendency to forget the basics when they are under pressure or feeling stressed.

You always have these thoughts creeping into your head, a picture of how things might not work out. The biggest challenge sometimes is getting rid of those mental pictures and putting positive things in there. If you can get  away from that and avoid that, in any part of your life, it makes a huge difference.4

 

Roy Halliday, American League baseball top pitcher in 2003



Roy Halliday explains the simplicity of focusing on positive processes and emphasizes how important this is in all walks of life. It is not, however, something that people tend to be naturally good at - particularly when facing a clutch situation and needing to demonstrate Critical Moment Toughness.

Mental Toughness Scenario 3: Paul - 41-year-old IT specialist

Paul works for a software company that is undergoing significant change with the prospect of a merger in the coming months. Staff reductions have led to a situation whereby he is having to cover two jobs for a three month period. This requires him to have an office base in London and another in Leeds. His travel schedule has become a major issue in recent weeks involving him being away from home far more than he would wish and clocking up many extra miles on the motorways and trains. He is starting to feel chronically tired and run down and seems to be getting more than his fair share of coughs and colds. He is under pressure to add the odd visit to Brussels into his already packed schedule but he is worried that this will push him over the edge. His boss is not overly sympathetic and simply advises him to delegate more and organize his time efficiently. Paul has two colleagues who seem to cope quite well with similar schedules and who often appear far more energetic than he ever feels, contributing more to team meetings and coming up with innovative ideas which have impact. Paul feels that he is simply keeping his head above water.



Paul is struggling with the ’road warrior syndrome’. He is travelling excessively and not coping well with the demands this is placing on his body. He is probably getting dragged into far too many meetings and consequently finding that his performance is suffering as well as his health. He must take serious action and could benefit from some coaching on Endurance Toughness.  This is part three of the mental toughness model. It’s about staying healthy and performing well even when you are excessively fatigued or stressed due to the relentless demands of your job and the culture within which you are working. Travel and time away from home exacerbate this problem. Many people suffer from the road warrior factor even if they are only having to deal with a daily commute which can be severely draining on energy levels. Anyone who has experienced the ’adrenalin soaked rush hour dash’ will relate to this I am sure. Staying physically strong and being able to think clearly when you are extremely busy and tired at the same time is very much part of the mental toughness package. Think about these situations:• Rushing into a business meeting straight after a long flight or car journey and having to be on top of your material immediately.
• Having to perform at work when you are feeling exhausted due to the demands of parenting a young child at home.
• Staying healthy when you have to travel twice as much as your monthly average whilst working the same number of hours.
• Maintaining a relaxed state when you are disrupted by travel issues such as flight/train delays or motorway traffic that causes you to be late for your meeting.
• Coping with the feelings associated with a loss of the worklife balance that you have been striving for in recent times due to your job demands whilst the company restructures.



How do you deal with this type of pressure? How do you keep yourself physically robust and healthy? How do you maintain the levels of high performance that you are aiming for when you are feeling so tired and stressed out? You must manage your energy levels by adopting a healthy lifestyle which will need to include adequate attention to physical activity, nutrition and relaxation.

After a Test match the body is tired and the mind is drained.5

 

Andrew Strauss, Ashes winning
 England Cricketer



Andrew Strauss describes how weary cricketers are after playing a Test match but the fact is they often have very little time to regain their mental and physical energy for the next big match. It’s therefore critical that they stay in good physical shape and concentrate on eating the right foods that will not only give them energy but will also enable them to concentrate better as well. The England Team now uses a Consultant Nutritionist to advise the players in these matters as well as the full-time Fitness Coach and Physiologist Nigel Stockill who has worked, and travelled, with the team for the past six years. As with the other aspects of the mental toughness model, the basic principles of Endurance Toughness are the same regardless of the context. In addition to looking after the body, it’s also important to look after the mind and, therefore, Paul will benefit from some coaching on managing his outlook as a way of coping with the relentless demands he is facing.

Mental Toughness Scenario 4: Karen - 36-year-old buyer

Karen is a buyer for a retail company in London. She has been in her current role for three years and although she is well respected and enjoys working for the organization, she has always felt that her style is overly cautious and that she would raise her performance significantly if she could push herself into difficult situations more often and take some riskier options. She finds it hard to make tough decisions and tends to default to the safe option, which invariably delivers acceptable - but not exceptional - performance. She greatly admires one of her colleagues who seems able to make the tough calls and go for the risky option even when the stakes are quite high. Karen has several opportunities coming up in the next few months to adopt a new approach but is not confident that she will ’seize the day’.


Karen could benefit from talking to some of the elite athletes I have worked with over the years. These individuals demonstrate an amazing capacity to make difficult decisions under pressure and know exactly when to take the risky, versus the safe, option. They demonstrate high levels of Risk Management Toughness, which represents the fourth part of the mental toughness model. Many Olympic medallists inhabit a world where they find themselves in situations where they cannot afford not to take a risk. Although this is a double negative statement, it distinguishes from risks that simply can afford to be taken but do not necessarily need to be. The most extreme example of this distinction is illustrated by the quote below from Lesley McKenna, Britain’s most successful snowboarder to date.

Unless you risk everything, you’re not going to finish in the top 10 anyway.6

 

Lesley McKenna, Great Britain Olympic snowboarder

 

Now, this quote is somewhat extreme and I am absolutely  not recommending that you adopt this attitude on a general basis, However, there are times when taking the risky option is the mentally tough thing to do and the skill is in recognizing the occasions when this is the case and then having the confidence to make the decision to ’go for it’. Consider these challenges:• Having the confidence to challenge your boss about a decision they have made, which you think may need reconsidering.
• Being bold enough to speak up in a meeting when you are new to a team and still feeling your way.
• Taking personal responsibility for something that has gone wrong rather than seeking to find blame elsewhere.
• Applying for a promotion which you think you deserve but feel that you don’t have a chance of getting and you are hence concerned that you will look foolish by registering your interest.
• Taking a risky option on a deal which could lead to a large profit or a large loss depending on the outcome.



Each of these situations demands a certain type of Risk Management Toughness whereby you would need to be totally clear in your mind of the right decision to make and then have absolute faith in your ability to live with the consequences. This is part of mental toughness and I am sure that you can think  of friends, colleagues and athletes who are particularly good at this type of mindset. How can you develop your capacity to make these difficult decisions and take the risky option provided the time is right? You need to have high levels of self-awareness - knowing your strengths and limitations. You need to be able to appraise the relative demands of a situation accurately and you need to be capable of thinking clearly when in a pressure situation. You also need to be good at maintaining perspective - appreciating that the bigger picture consequences of not succeeding are rarely as bad as we may think.

It’s not the end of the world. My dog will still lick my face whether I win or lose.7

Matt Biondi, US swimmer - after losing his Olympic title in 1992



So there it is. The four basic components of mental toughness.  Turnaround Toughness representing the ability to bounce back from adversity and setbacks. Critical Moment Toughness being the ability to execute a performance at a specific time when under pressure. Endurance Toughness referring to being able to stay physically strong and mentally focused during times of excessive stress, relentless workload commitments and perhaps a heavy travel schedule. Risk Management Toughness representing the ability to make tough decisions and take the risky option in order to maximize performance gains rather than playing safe and hence missing out on real opportunities for significant success. The following four chapters of the book will now explore each of the components in more detail and provide tips on how to develop your mental toughness skills.

The Mental Toughness model on the following page also shows how each of the four components will contribute to the enhancement of three factors which are directly related to peak performance - (1) self-belief, (2) clear thinking and (3) resilience. You can see how the four mental toughness types contribute to these factors in the representation of the model overleaf. Although I’m not hugely in favour of presenting a formal definition of ’mental toughness’, because I believe it to be multi-faceted, if I was pushed into doing so, my definition would be focused around these three factors - i.e., maintaining self-belief, clear thinking and resilience when under relentless pressure to deliver optimal performance.

Mental toughness is the capacity to maintain self-belief, clear thinking and resilience when under relentless pressure to deliver optimal performance.






Using this book 

The book is written in a way that does not require it to be read in order. You may wish to go straight to the section on Critical Moment Toughness or Endurance Toughness. Although some cross-referencing does exist, it will not present a problem to you in working through the sections out of sequence. Also, you may feel that all four of the toughness types are not relevant to your own performance challenges and you may decide to focus on just two or three. This is fine, although I would strongly encourage you to cover all of the sections at some point as you never know when you may need to draw on the specifics of each mental toughness component. A new job, new responsibilities, new challenges are all possibilities in the future so, forewarned is forearmed as the old saying goes!

 

And finally, I will conclude this section with the first of ten tips I am going to give you throughout the book.

Mental toughness model

[image: 002]




TIP 1: ADOPT AN ’ATHLETE MINDSET’ 

I concluded the introductory section by challenging you to think of yourself as a performer. Remember the examples I gave you such as conducting a one-to-one appraisal, making a presentation to the board or creating an impact with a new client. These are all ’performances’ and hence require the type of mental approach that comes naturally to the elite athlete. In simple terms I shall encourage you to think of three phases of performance - (1) preparation, (2) execution, (3) review. Let’s present that in a cyclical form …

The performance cycle

[image: 003]

In my experience of corporate consulting over the past ten years I have observed the same ’performance’ phenomenon in every organization in which I have worked, irrespective of business sector. These sectors have included fast-moving consumer goods, banking, retail, pharma, IT, law, public services  and leisure. The common challenge is that of ’pace’. Everyone is under pressure to get things done quickly. We live in a ’solution-focused’ culture these days. Action, action, action. There is little time to pause for breath. And so what I observe is individuals ’lurching’ from one performance to the next. Rushing from one meeting to another. Using lunch as an opportunity to squeeze in another client review or one-to-one appraisal. I have even come across one senior manager in a company who consistently began work at 5am each day and then proceeded to arrange breakfast, lunch and dinner appointments with clients five days a week. Yes … that’s 15 client meetings per week and an average working day of 15-16 hours!

 

This kind of pace inevitably militates against engaging in quality preparation or review either side of a performance. Hence my use of the term ’lurch’ when I describe people moving from one performance to the next. People miss out two of the elements in the performance cycle. The message has to be ’slow down a little and take the time to prepare for events and then review them afterwards’. View this as an investment of time rather than a cost, as I am convinced that in the long run you will recoup this time by enhancing your performance.

 

The techniques and strategies I shall give you in this book will involve some planning and require you to spend time that you probably feel you don’t have. That is precisely why I need you to adopt an ’athlete mindset’ and accept that in order to develop your mental toughness you will need to devote quality time to creating a personalized ’game plan’. Once you have this plan you will be amazed at how it will impact on your attitudes, behaviour and performance. I’ve helped you as best I can by keeping the tips simple and user-friendly. There is no complicated theory in any of the book’s sections - just common sense.

 

So, to summarize Tip 1. View yourself as an athlete - albeit not one who spends huge chunks of their life in a gym and who performs in a stadium watched by fans. You are, nevertheless, performing for much of your working day and need to tune in to how your mental approach will influence these performances. This makes quality preparation beforehand, and quality review afterwards, absolutely critical in the whole process. Consider how you could apply Eric Cantona’s quote about preparation to your own performance environment:Preparation is everything. Focus is the key. The concentration has to be exactly right. It’s easy to battle it out on the pitch without having prepared fully and then say, ’I gave it my all’. The point is that if you had prepared carefully you would have had more to give and you’d have played better.8

 

Eric Cantona, former French international
 soccer player





Now consider the same for what Tiger Woods says about the importance of review.

My goal at the end of each tournament is to look back and say what can I learn from it.9

 

Tiger Woods, arguably the greatest golfer of all time


An athlete mindset involves accepting that lurching from performance to performance is not conducive to maximizing potential - you really do need to focus on how you prepare for an event and what you can learn from it afterwards. By making preparation and review part of your game plan, you will enhance your mental toughness by: 1. Increasing your self-belief.
2. Demonstrating clear thinking much more often and especially in pressure situations.
3. Becoming more resilient.




Imagine that some time in the future you feel significantly stronger in these three areas than you do right now. You have higher self-belief, you think more clearly under pressure and you demonstrate the kind of resilience that allows you to cope with challenge more positively and bounce back from disappointment better. Your business performance would improve and you would have, what we call in sport psychology, a ’win-ning mind’. Even if you rate your mental toughness pretty highly right now - I guarantee there is room for improvement. That’s another element of the ’athlete mindset’. We call it constructive dissatisfaction. Whatever your level of performance currently, there is a need to raise the bar. The world is constantly changing and performance levels are continuing to increase.

In top level sport it is the mind games that make the difference between the good and the outstanding. 10

 

Stuart Barnes, former rugby international and  SKY Sports commentator



The quote by Stuart Barnes articulates a view held by most people who work in elite sport. Getting your mind right cannot be underestimated if winning is your aim. The same is true in corporate life these days. Attitude and mental strength are so often the key differentiators between success and failure. Consider the emergence of emotional intelligence over the past decade and how it is now widely accepted as a critical element in a manager’s portfolio of attributes. Daniel Goleman’s groundbreaking book Working With Emotional Intelligence, published in 1998, opened with a chapter entitled ’The New Yardstick’. Consider the quote taken from it below:

The rules for work are changing. We’re being judged by a new yardstick: not just by how smart we are, or by our training and expertise … People are beginning to realize that success takes more than intellectual excellence or technical prowess, and that we need another sort of skill just to survive - and certainly to thrive - in the increasingly turbulent job market of the future. Internal qualities such as resilience, initiative, optimism and adaptability are taking on a new valuation.11

 

Professor Daniel Goleman, from his bestselling
 book Working with Emotional Intelligence



Resilience, initiative, optimism and adaptability are closely related to mental toughness and they are attributes which need to be constantly worked on. There is always more stuff to learn and new challenges to face. Elite athletes are constantly on the lookout for how they can improve their ’mental game’ even if they are reigning world champion. They know that if they stand still too long, they will soon be overtaken. They prepare meticulously and they engage in quality review processes to check what they can learn along the way. This is the mindset of the athlete and the challenge to adopt it is Tip 1.




End of sample
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feedback on? It may
well be different for
each individual
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Hannah's three negative
thoughts

Steve’s suggested replacements

'm worried about getting my words
right. | hope | don't stutter and
mixitallup. Il sound completely
incompetent

‘I wonder if my question s really
any good. | might be completely
missing the point.”

‘I wonder what people will think of
me. They ll probably wonder what
'm on about”

“If | speak slowly and deliberately, Il
be fine. Just as | have rehearsed.”

T've planned this question
thoroughly. I’s defnitely the right
question to ask.”

“This question will have real impact
I think they Il be pretty impressed.
I'm looking forward to the.
opportunity of showing people what
I'm made of "
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Crooked thinl
type

llustration

Personal example

“Not fair'

“Driver’

“Stopper’

“llogical’

‘Blaming”

“Overgeneralizing’

“It's just not fair that | have
to make this presentation. |
shouldn't be put under this.
much pressure to perform
fight now”

‘I absolutely have to
deliver tomorrow or else.
my reputation will take 3.
massive dive and I'l never
be able toretrieve it

“Im useless intop team
meetings and never have.
the confidence to challenge
Mike - just can't seem to
bring myself torisk it

“If | make a mistake at the.
sales pitch next week then
Jane will never invite me to
accompany her on a dlient
visitagain.’

“Melissa always makes me
feel nervous in meetings
and llose my train of
thought.It's all her fault that
Isounded like a gibbering
idiot"

“There's no point in me
trying for that promotion
that's coming up next
month — | never get any
breaks around here. They
always choose someone
from marketing for that
type of position.”





