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THE PROMISE OF THIS BOOK 
This book focuses on what’s going on in the mind and how it experiences what we call “stress.” Stress is the key 

factor that gets in the way of optimal performance. Eliminate stress, and we become free to perform at peak 

levels. Maintain the psychological stress, and we’ll never play our best. 

Athletics and sports are such huge parts of our culture that we can barely begin to get a handle on its magnitude. 

From the weekend warrior out on the golf course or softball diamond to the world-class athlete preparing for the 

world championships and everyone in-between, sports are such an integral part of our daily lives. And at every 

level, stress can get in the way of playing our best. 

One of the things I love most about sports is the opportunity for identifiable improvement. In any athletic 

endeavor, there is always room for improvement; and usually, improvement is noticeable when it happens. Many 

of the arts are like this, as well. Practice makes us better. 

Having spent over four decades on the sports stage, I have observed the full range of aspects and issues associated 

with sports and athletics. I’ve seen what it takes to be the best, I’ve seen the destructive nature of injuries, and I’ve 

experienced a variety sports as a participant, a coach, a team psychologist, and a fan. I’ve seen what separates a 

champion from other participants.  

One of my degrees was in psychology. During my schooling, I was far more interested in the positive aspects of 

psychology than other areas of traditional psychology that focus on what is wrong with people. I have always 

wanted to know what’s right with a person and how to make things even better. Sports and athletics seem to be 

an obvious setting to apply this.  

All my exposure to sports and performance, a lifetime of studying and teaching about stress, along with a deep 

love for the psychological components of human achievement, has given me a terrific perspective on performance, 

in general.  

This book is written for athletes and coaches of every sport. The principles and concepts work universally. They are 

not sport-specific. Therefore, if your sport is baseball or badminton, softball or soccer, fencing or football, you’ll 

gain valuable tools in this book that will improve your game. 

Since this book is written for athletes and coaches, it doesn’t contain a lot of theory, philosophy, or historical 

background. It is convenient and can be immediately applied. You’ll be instantly able to test and try the principles 

and see their effects. With practice, you’ll master these mental tools, and they’ll become second nature to you.  

I’m confident that you’ll see success as you apply what you read. I boldly say this because I’ve seen many athletes 

get better by following these principles. They work. They have no adverse side effects. And best of all, your love for 

your game will skyrocket, and so will your performance.   
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GREATNESS BEGINS IN THE HEART AND MIND 
An essential difference between one peak-performing athlete and another is rarely physical skills or talent. Yes, 

there are those few who rise above the rest, but most top-level performers aren’t on top because they are 

physically gifted. Nor are they there because they have worked a lot harder than the rest (undoubtedly hard work 

and physical gifts are essential factors). 

However, the most crucial component of the peak performer is the activity that takes place in their mind. Bobby 

Knight, former basketball coach at Indiana, agreed with his frequently quoted statement, “Mental is to physical as 

three is to one.” Vince Lombardi also said, “Mental is to physical as four is to one.” Either way, the mental game is 

more important than the physical one. The mental game far supersedes the physical game in importance. 

The problem, for most athletes, as well as performers on other stages (musicians, dancers, etc.), is the minimal 

amount of mental training that the athlete receives in or out of practice. He spends countless hours shooting foul 

shots, taking batting practice, or handling the soccer ball. But actual time training the mind to think in specific 

ways, whether it is during practice or elsewhere, almost doesn’t exist, or mostly, it happens by accident.  

I know this is true because I’ve spent most of my life playing a variety of sports at nearly every competitive level. 

I’ve played competitively since I was in third or fourth grade. I’ve been a coach or worked with other coaches my 

entire adult life. The number of hours I’ve devoted to one sport or another is well over 20,000. And from my 

viewpoint, the actual percentage of time that sport and athletic training includes any mental training is easily less 

than 1%.  

Yet, there is little doubt among coaches and players that the mental game is enormously essential. So why is there 

so little training designed to develop the athlete’s mental tools? I think it is because the coaches of today don’t 

know how to train the mind. They do not understand what’s involved.  

There is an old saying, “We tend to coach as we were coached.” It’s not the coaches’ fault that they aren’t giving 

their athletes the mental tools that will provide them with the edge. They are doing the best with the tools they 

have. The fault lies with the coaches who trained our current set of coaches. But they didn’t know either. As a 

result, the lack of knowledge continues from one generation to the next.  

Fortunately for you, the cycle of mental game ignorance ends right here. You are going to learn the same tools that 

top sports psychologists are using with professional and Olympic athletes. The tools you will learn in this book, 

combined, and frequently practiced and applied, can dramatically raise the level of any athlete’s performance, 

quickly, and almost effortlessly.  

In fact, as you apply the tools that you will learn, you will find your joy of playing increase dramatically. Your 

performance will feel more effortless and much more fun. And isn’t that why you play the game in the first place—

to enjoy it? That’s what will happen as you apply the tools you’ll learn in this book. 
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THE CULPRIT IS STRESS 
The quarterback drops back to pass, looks for his receivers, spots the open one, releases the ball, and watches it 

sail 10 feet over the head of the receiver.  

The golfer lines up her putt. She starts into the backswing, brings the club forward, connects with the ball and 

despondently watches the ball scoot 20 feet past the hole.  

The basketball player steps up to the foul line, takes the ball in his hands, dribbles a couple of times, eyes the rim, 

shoots the ball, and unhappily watches it bounce strongly off the back of the rim. 

Every sport has its skills that must be mastered. Athletes practice those skills until they become second nature. 

Under non-game conditions, the quarterback would find his receiver, let the ball fly, and watch it meet, with 

perfect accuracy, the hands of his receiver.  When the golfer warms up before a match, she lines up the putt, and 

without even thinking, she strokes it with the right amount of touch that will send the ball into the hole. The 

basketball player could probably drain 95 out of 100 free throws if he were shooting with his teammate before 

practice.  

So why do things change in the heat of the battle? What takes place in the body that disrupts optimum 

functioning, which would usually happen without any thought during practice time? 

The simple and correct answer is stress. Stress messes up everything. When we look at the primary problem that 

gets in the way of a great athlete performing at his or her peak during the heat of the game, stress is the culprit. 

If this is the case, let’s spend a few minutes learning what happens in the mind and body that hinders performance 

so profoundly.  

HOW STRESS REALLY HAPPENS 
To clearly understand stress, we must visit our ancient relatives of long ago. Imagine that we could transport 

ourselves back about 10,000 years.  

During our visit, we notice one glaringly obvious condition common to everyone of this time. These people live in 

an environment that is much less hospitable than the one in which we live today.  Very little of their environment 

reflects the modern conveniences that we currently enjoy: no electricity; no running water; no comfortable homes 

made of today’s building materials. It was a very “out in the wilds” environment in which they lived. 

Imagine that during our visit, we happen to come upon a group of people who are “hanging out” enjoying each 

other’s company.  They are happy and friendly with each other. They are having a pleasant time. Nearby is a fire 

that is cooking their dinner—some animal they recently killed. We notice that they appear content. 

As we view our ancestors, we notice a rustling of bushes at the edge of a nearby forest and suddenly, out from the 

woods emerges a huge bear. He has smelled some of this meal cooking over the fire and has decided he wants 

some of it for himself.  

We observe this bear run ferociously toward our ancestors. Imagine, for a moment, that you are one of this group 

and you see this bear coming directly toward you. He is a gigantic creature who, with one swipe of his strong arms, 

could send you flying. One bite from his strong jaws could rip your limbs to shreds. Suddenly, you are in real 

danger. 
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As you see this bear running toward you, what do you think would be your first thought? Obviously, your first 

thought would be to run as fast as humanly possible to get away from this menacing creature, right?  

Wrong! 

The very first thought that you will have in the presence of this big bear running in your direction will sound more 

like this: “UH-OH!!!” (Or any other way of saying it). “I AM DEFINITELY IN DANGER HERE!”  

This is your very first thought, as you see the bear.  

It is essential to understand that this is what happens. The first thought you have about the bear is the immediate 

perception that he could harm you. You have a perception of a direct physical threat. We call this your “threat 

thought.” 

Almost immediately, this threat thought is followed by a belief that generally sounds something like, “RUN!” You 

instantly think that you need to do whatever you can to avoid this danger.  

You might also have a slightly different thought other than the one that says to run. If you sense that you are 

incapable of outrunning the bear, or perhaps you have family members or friends who aren’t so fast, but still need 

to be protected, your other thought might be to “FIGHT!” You’ll proceed to do whatever needs to be done to the 

bear to prevent it from hurting you and your family and friends. If that means hurling rocks at the bear, trying to 

beat it up with a stick, or anything else that will keep you, your family and friends safe, that is what you will 

immediately gear yourself up to do. 

Then what happens? These two thoughts, to run and to fight, initiate a flood of physiological activity that is 

commonly known as the Fight-or-Flight response. This process occurs with exactness because the body knows 

what it needs to do to get away from or fight the bear, and it does this with fantastic precision and timing. 

What’s even more amazing is that the physiological response that follows this second thought to run or fight 

happens automatically and is almost entirely out of our conscious control. This immediate surge of physiological 

activity creates an enormous imbalance throughout all the systems of the body. We become very quick, very 

speedy, very powerful, and it all happens immediately and outside of our conscious awareness of what is 

happening. We instantly become supermen and superwomen when the big bear is chasing us.  

This might sound like it would be useful if we indeed needed to run very fast to win a race or hit a baseball really 

far. What really happens, however, is the wrong muscles burst with power—the fighting and running away from 

the bear muscles are different than peak performance muscles. The control involved in peak performance isn’t 

included in the fight-or-flight response. The massive thrust of physiological power inherent in the stress response 

outdoes the precision needed to perform at our highest levels. 

If we were to diagram the natural unfolding of the stress response, during a real emergency, it would be something 

like this: 
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We are functioning normally (in homeostasis) when a threat (the bear) enters our environment. Immediately, we 

have a flood of activity designed to keep us powerful and speedy. This flood is only intended to last about 30-60 

seconds—not very long—and then we’re worn out, exhausted because we’ve used so much energy. After some 

rest, we return to homeostasis. This is how it is supposed to happen when we experience real danger.  

What are some of these immediate physiological changes that take place when we say “Uh-oh”?  Here’s a small 

list: 1 

• Increased central nervous system (CNS) activity 

• Increased mental activity 

• Increased secretion of adrenaline and cortisol into the bloodstream and to every cell in the body 

• Increased heart rate 

• Increased cardiac output 

• Increased blood pressure 

• Increased breathing rate 

• Dilation of breathing airways 

• Increased metabolism 

• Increased oxygen consumption 

 
1 Olpin & Hesson (2016) Stress management for life: A research based experiential approach. Cengage Publishers. 
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• Increased oxygen to the brain 

• Shunting of blood away from the digestive tract and directing it into the muscles and limbs 

• Increased muscle contraction, which leads to increased strength 

• Increased blood coagulation (blood-clotting ability) 

• Increased circulation of free fatty acids 

• Increased output of blood cholesterol 

• Elevated blood sugar released by the liver to nourish the muscles 

• Release of endorphins from the pituitary gland 

• Dilation of the pupils of the eyes 

• Hair standing on end 

• Blood-thinning 

• Increased brainwave activity 

•  Increased secretions by sweat glands 

• Increased flow from apocrine glands, resulting in foul body odor 

• Constriction of capillaries under the surface of the skin (which increases blood pressure) 

 

Some functions of the body also tend to decrease when the fight-or-flight response is activated:2 When we need to 

quickly escape from or fight the big bear, less energy goes to these last few functions, and more energy is diverted 

to the previous list to give the body maximum amounts of speed, quickness, and power.  This includes: 

• Higher-order thinking is reduced 

• The immune system is suppressed 

• Blood vessels are constricted, except the arteries that go to the muscles used for running and fighting 

• Reproductive and sexual systems stop working normally 

• The digestive system stops metabolizing food normally 

• The excretory system turns off 

• Saliva dries up 

• Pain perception decreases 

• Kidney output decreases 

• Bowel and bladder sphincter close 

 

As you can see, a massive flood of activity happens in the body immediately after the initial “Uh-oh!” thought. It is 

so immediate that it feels like the thought to run or fight happens on its own. It requires the thought of “Uh-Oh, 

I’m in danger!” to initiate it.  

The amazing thing about this activity is that you don’t have to try to make any of it happen. You don’t have to try 

to make your heart beat faster; you don’t have to force your muscles to tense up; you don’t have to try to constrict 

certain blood vessels and let others open more widely. This entire response happens automatically. In the days of 

our ancestors, they were glad they had this response available to them; and for a good reason. 

  

 
2 Olpin & Hesson 
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THE ONLY REASON FOR THE STRESS RESPONSE: TO ESCAPE IMMEDIATE PHYSICAL DANGER 
The Fight-or-flight response has only one purpose for being part of our body—only one—to help our ancestors 

SURVIVE when the big bear was running toward them. It gave them sufficient speed and power to get away, stay 

alive, and help their family and friends do the same.   

As far as we can tell, this fight-or-flight response has no other reason for being a naturally occurring part of our 

system. It doesn’t help us digest food any better. It doesn’t help us think more clearly when we need to solve a 

problem. It doesn’t help you heal any more quickly if you’ve been injured. It doesn’t serve any other useful 

purpose besides keeping us alive in the presence of physical danger. None! This is very important to keep in mind 

as we move through the rest of this book. 

EFFECTS OF CHRONIC STRESS 
There are other interesting aspects of this stress response that we should keep in mind. 

First, the stress response was designed to last not much longer than about thirty-to-sixty seconds. It only took our 

ancestors that long to get away from the bear (or be eaten up). Our bodies aren’t designed to function at those 

maximum levels for any longer than that. 

Consider the strongest sprinter you know. Ask him how long he can maintain his top speed pace. He’ll tell you that 

he can continue his fastest speed for little longer than 15 or 20 seconds at which point he’ll have to slow down. 

When our ancestors were running from the bear, they ran as fast as they could go. Unfortunately, their bodies 

weren’t equipped to do so for very long, and neither is ours today. 

Also, the stress response puts a tremendous imbalance on the body’s systems. For a short period, this is okay. For 

much longer than that, it’s awful news. In this book, we won't go into all the problems associated with chronic 

fight-or-flight stimulation, but it is vital to keep in mind that nearly every health problem that modern man might 

face in this life has a stress component. In other words, stress plays a part in making almost every bad health 

condition worse. 

The list is very long of health problems associated with chronic stress. Here are a few: 

Abnormal heartbeat 

(arrhythmia) 

Aching jaw, tight forehead 

Alcoholism 

Allergies 

Anger 

Angina pectoris 

Arteriosclerosis 

Asthma 

Atherosclerosis 

Autoimmune problems 

Birth defects 

Breast cancer 

Bruxism 

Burnout 

Cancer 

Carpal tunnel syndrome 

Change in appetite 

Cholesterol levels elevated 

Chronic backache 

Chronic fatigue syndrome 

Chronic obstructive pulmonary 

disease (COPD) 

Chronic tension headaches 

Chronic tuberculosis 

Cold sores 

Cold, sore throat, flu 

Common cold 

Concentration problems 

Constant low-grade fever 

Coronary heart disease 

Coronary thrombosis 

Depression 

Depression 

Diabetes 

Diarrhea or constipation 

Difficulty Sleeping 

Eczema 

Endocrine problems 

Epileptic attacks 

Erection problems 

Excessive sweating 

Fatigue 

Feelings of anxiety 

Fertility problems 

Fibromyalgia 

Gastritis 

Gastroesophageal reflux (GERD) 
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Headaches 

Headaches 

Heart disease 

Heart palpitations 

High blood pressure 

HIV 

Hives 

Hypertension 

Hyperthyroidism 

Immune system disturbances 

Impotence 

Increased blood pressure 

Infertility 

Insomnia 

Irritable bowel syndrome 

Kidney disease 

Lack of interest in food 

Loss of interest in activities 

Memory loss 

Menstrual problems 

Menstrual problems; missed 

menstrual periods 

Migraine headache 

Multiple sclerosis 

Muscle tension and pain 

Myasthenia gravis 

Nervous tension all over 

Night eating syndrome 

OCD (obsessive-compulsive 

disorder) 

Pancreatitis 

PMDD (premenstrual dysphoric 

disorder) 

Premature aging 

Psoriasis 

Rashes, hives, skin irritation 

Raynaud disease 

Respiratory ailments 

Rheumatoid arthritis 

Shingles 

Shortness of breath, dizziness 

Social anxiety disorder 

Stroke 

Sweaty palms 

Systemic lupus erythematosus 

Teeth Grinding 

Tightness in chest, back, 

shoulders 

Tingling sensation in fingers or 

toes 

TMJ (temporomandibular joint) 

syndrome 

Ulcerative colitis 

Ulcers  

Upset stomach, problems 

retaining food 

 

As you can see, if we keep ourselves in the stressed mode, really bad things can happen. 3 

THE STRESS RESPONSE IN TODAY’S WORLD 
The stress response was a beneficial part of our ancestor’s nature when physical danger was a common 

occurrence, but what about today? How helpful is this response in our current environment? Not much! 

If we accurately evaluate the environments of our day, we find that we are very rarely in situations where being 

immediately powerful, quick or speedy is going to help us, so we can quickly run away from or fight something 

dangerous.  

To help explain this, let’s look at a couple of examples that seem to be commonly stressful.  

Rick is driving in his car. He is late for work. He finds himself in rush hour traffic with no possible way to drive any 

faster than he is right now, behind all the other slow drivers. Rick is getting more and more upset. His stress levels 

are soaring because he is certain bad things will happen when he arrives late for work. Clearly, this is a stressful 

situation. 

Debbie is in school and is preparing for a challenging chemistry test. She is trying very hard to learn the 

information, but it just isn’t sinking in. The test is tomorrow, and she doesn’t have much more time to study. If she 

doesn’t do well on the test, there is an excellent chance that she might not pass the class. As she thinks about 

these adverse outcomes she finds herself getting incredibly stressed out.  

 
3 Olpin & Hesson  
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We could look at nearly any of the so-called “stressful” situations of today, and we would find that they feel a lot 

like these two scenarios: deadlines, relationship problems, noisy neighbors, and even your important games. They 

are all stressful.  

Right? 

It would appear so. But what makes each of these “stressful?” 

In each instance, someone generates thoughts that sound a lot like those of our ancestor. That is, they include the 

words “UH-OH. Something bad has happened, is happening, or is going to happen. I’m in DANGER!”  

This would be a handy thing if that “something bad” included a physical threat to our survival or well-being. But in 

our day, and the environments in which we live, it very rarely happens. We’re safe from danger pretty much all the 

time 

Here’s the reason why it is so essential to understand how the stress response works: It doesn’t matter at all 

whether we are in physical danger or not—all we have to do is think that something terrible has happened, is 

happening, or will happen—and our systems respond. It makes no difference if it is a real physical danger or not. 

Our systems treat them all in the same way—and it is the only way that our body knows how to deal with an 

immediate threat, by turning on the fight-or-flight response. 

The fight-or-flight response rarely helps handle today’s threats. Rick sits in his car, generating a flood of 

physiological activity. It won’t improve his situation—he can’t follow through on the message to run or fight, while 

he sits in his car. If Debbie is doing her best to study for the test, she will find that revving up her engines to fight or 

run from the test is counterproductive.  

In sports, we can observe how activating the stress response in practically any situation will not help, and it could 

easily make things worse. Some typical examples could include getting ready to bat and having a fear of striking 

out, worries about getting injured, anxiety over losing a game, fear of losing a scholarship for underperforming, 

frustration while sitting on the bench, fear of making a mistake, guilt for running at a slower pace than desired, and 

many other stress-inducing thoughts. 

Many things that could go wrong with Rick and Debbie (or any athlete) if they continue to think threat thoughts 

and they don’t fight or run. Let’s discuss a few of them. 

First, let’s learn what happens to our higher-order thinking during the fight-or-flight response. When you are in 

physically stressful situations, like the big bear scenario, your thinking processes change. What’s going on with our 

thinking when we are stressed? 

For this discussion, let’s consider that the mind can be divided into two parts. First, we have what we could call the 

“Einstein-Brain.” This part of our mind thinks more abstractly and theoretically. It is the part of our mind that 

ponders, reflects, analyzes, judges, compares, theorizes, and generally thinks about things on a higher level. This is 

the higher-order thinking that we use during most of our waking moments. It makes rational decisions based on 

available data. It’s the part of our mind that decides who of all the quarterback’s receivers is the most open for a 

pass. It’s that part of our mind that decides how to hit the putt, based on the contour of the green.  

We also have what we could call the “Lizard-Brain.” Have you ever been walking along a path and nearly stepped 

on a lizard? What does this lizard do when this happens? He doesn’t remain there, wondering about the fantastic 

size differences between it and you. Nor does it wonder why your shadow on him creates a drop in temperature of 
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about ten degrees. He only has one thought on his mind: Where do I have to go and what do I have to do so I don’t 

get squashed! 

Our Lizard-brain is the more primitive part of our mind. We can thank our ancestors for this lower-order thinking. 

For them, it was used primarily to help them escape or avoid physical harm – to stay alive. 

How do these two parts of our mind work? When we are in the presence of a real live bear, once we have 

determined that we are in danger, our Einstein-brain takes a mini-vacation. We don’t need our higher-order 

thinking to figure out how to escape from the big bear. Our lizard brain, in contrast, functions at peak capacity. It 

makes split-second decisions about how to handle the situation safely, precisely, and immediately. 

As a result, Debbie, needing to use as much of her Einstein-brain as possible to do well on the test, shuts Mr. 

Einstein off as soon as she starts thinking anything that includes the words, “Uh-oh. I’m likely to see bad things 

happen in my life if I don’t do well on this test.” 

When she thinks this way, she will also initiate a flood of activity that will prepare her to run fast and fight 

powerfully—neither of which will help her on the test. However, the flood will still happen, and she can’t do 

anything about it until she changes her thoughts. Remember this fundamental idea: No threat thought, no stress 

response.  

Additional bad things are likely to happen if a person continues to think any thoughts that include the “Uh-Oh” 

thought. Here are a few other problems that occur when the stress response is activated: 

Rick and Debbie will probably experience fatigue. It takes a lot of energy to keep our muscles contracted ready to 

fight something. 

They’ll probably get headaches and other muscle pains. For the same reason they get fatigued, it also hurts to have 

muscles contracting for long periods—pain. 

They’ll likely have a more difficult time falling asleep at night. The fight-or-flight response is designed to keep us 

moving and fighting, neither of which are beneficial things to do if they are trying to fall asleep. 

Rick and Debbie will not only feel tired and listless; they will also be more irritable. They’ll get angry, they’ll be 

short-tempered, and they will seem impatient. The “fight” part of the fight-or-flight response is designed to kill the 

enemy, not befriend him.  

None of these things are going to help Rick and Debbie with everyday activities that they’d like to do well.  And 

they won’t help you if you want to play at your peak during today’s game.   

THE STRESS RESPONSE PREVENTS PEAK PERFORMANCE  
Now that we have reviewed how the stress response works, the critical question to ask is, “Why did we spend so 

much time talking about it?” What does stress have to do with peak performance? 

The simple answer is this: 

In every sport, there are a specific set and number of muscles that combine in complex ways to carry out particular 

skills. It is a fantastic dance of physical and mental synergy that creates athletic performance. Consider for a 

moment the unique skills required to catch a fly ball in center field in baseball, hit a forehand down the line in 

tennis, high jump a bar set at 7 feet in track, or serve the volleyball to a specific place on the other side of the net. 
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In each instance, a flood of neurological and muscular activity designed to bring about the most desirable outcome 

takes place. It’s an amazing thing to think about when you consider all that’s required to hit a 90-mile per hour 

fastball. 

When the football player passes the ball to his receiver, he wants only the muscles firing that are designed to 

create pinpoint passing. He does not want his running and fighting muscles firing! 

When the golfer is in the backswing of her putt, she doesn’t want the fighting or running muscles involved as she 

brings the club forward to hit the ball. She wants only the precise putting muscles involved in the action. 

The basketball player, as he releases the ball toward the hoop, is far less likely to score if the muscles that help him 

run from or fight a bear are activating while he is in his shooting motion.  

But here’s the primary problem. In every instance, when the athlete entertains thoughts that include the phrase, 

“Uh-Oh!” the flood of stress activity is set in motion. Whether the threats are real or not doesn’t matter. 

And how would those “Uh-Oh!” thoughts sound in the mind of the athlete? The pitcher might say, “If I don’t make 

this next pitch low and outside, he’s going to send the ball sailing over the wall in left field.” The golfer’s thought 

would be, “If I don’t sink this putt, I’ll be two strokes behind. I’m going to lose this match if I stay that far behind.” 

The quarterback’s thought would be, “The pass might get intercepted if I’m not careful.” The basketball player 

might say, “If I miss these foul shots, we’ll lose the game.” 

In every instance, rather than focusing on the goal, the athlete is focusing on a potentially adverse outcome. If that 

outcome is perceived to be painful, unpleasant, or threatening, the body will think it needs to prepare for physical 

danger. Remember, the only way it knows how to do this is by immediately activating the fight-or-flight response. 

As we’ve explained before, this response isn’t very good at sinking a fifteen-foot putt or a foul shot.  

The bottom line is that if you want to play at your best, you need to remove the stress response from the action. 

You should now understand why. 

THE WINNING SOLUTION 
A careful analysis of those who perform at their peak reveals that they do certain things, in certain ways, that help 

them rise to higher levels of performance than they would without these certain things. They include specific 

elements that help them perform in superior ways. 

Immediately, one would think that those key traits and characteristics should include hard work, practicing a lot, 

putting in extra time, excellent coaching, or even being gifted with a natural talent or perfect physique for a 

particular sport. All these things are involved in boosting an athlete’s skill level. There is no doubt about that. 

However, the components that help a person perform more toward his or her peak involve skills and activities 

relating to the mental realm. Peak performing, having that certain extra something has much more to do with 

what happens in the mind of the athlete than what happens with the body.  They do a few things, not many, but 

enough to make the difference in how they perform.  

What are those specific things that peak performers do? Let’s briefly list them here and then expand our 

understanding of them in the next few chapters.   
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The most important is probably the first, which should be the foundational facet relating to the development of 

our mental game. The others work together synergistically to bring about improved performance. They also 

combine to create a naturally occurring joy for the game.  

These are the mental components of peak performing: 

1. Turn off Stress/Learn to Relax/Create a new normal 

2. Monitor your self-talk 

3. Use Affirmations 

4. Stay in the Moment  

5. See your Success 

6. Focus on the smallest part of the target 

7. Let go and get out of your own way  

Let’s focus on each one! 
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TURN OFF STRESS/LEARN TO RELAX/CREATE A NEW NORMAL 

THE PROBLEM – UNNECESSARY TENSION 
Muscles, in their naturally occurring state, are relaxed. When they get a message from the nervous system to do 

some work, they contract. Contraction means that parts of a specific muscle move together toward other parts of 

the same muscle. Once the work is done, the muscle parts return to their relaxed state.  

When there is heavier, more rigorous work to be done, more muscle groups are recruited for the task. You do 

essentially the same thing whether you lift a gallon of milk or your computer’s mouse. Your body seems to know 

how many muscles are required to complete the task.  

This is how it is supposed to work. When you reach down to grab a dollar bill off the ground, many muscles go to 

work to move your body forward, reach your arm out, grasp the cash, maintain hold of it, and then return to a 

standing position. In this simple action, many of the muscles are sometimes contracting and sometimes relaxing to 

complete the motion of bending over, grabbing, and standing back up.  

In every sport, there are a massive number of physical actions that involve muscles contracting and relaxing. As 

you have probably observed in the sports in which you play, having the wrong muscles tensing at the wrong time 

can be devastating. We can demonstrate this with any sport, but let’s use tennis as an example. 

The tennis player must hold the racquet with just the right amount of tension and swing the racquet at just the 

right speed to send the ball into the opposite court. If he holds the racquet too tightly or not tightly enough, or if 

he swings too hard or not hard enough, or if he holds the racquet in a slightly different way than the right way that 

will allow for perfect contact with the ball, he will send the ball out of bounds or into the net. The specific set of 

muscles must be working just right. 

But perfect muscle action doesn’t happen when the fight-or-flight response is activated. Remember, the fight-or-

flight response makes muscles contract that are designed to help a person run fast and have great strength. 

Neither of these activities is helpful as the tennis player sets himself up to hit a groundstroke from the baseline.  

Next, remember that the fight-or-flight response also messes up our thinking processes. If you have any thought of 

needing to fight or run, those thoughts will govern the action rather than the strategy thoughts that will produce 

perfect performance.  

At this point, we must recognize that some people claim that they need to get excited and “pumped up” before a 

game to do their best, such as we see so often in sports like football or hockey. Before the game, the teams try to 

work themselves into a tornado of emotion, jumping around, screaming and nearly knocking each other silly.  

While it may be true that being energized and excited before competition may have its place to get a player “into 

the game,” even better is to be focused and clear-minded. Once the game has begun, and the strategies are being 

developed to play one’s best, the better mental state involves good decision making, rather than jumping, 

shouting, and slamming against each other. 

Another downside, when you include the stress response in your performance, is that you are going to get tired 

more quickly. If you have too many muscles tensing, blood sugars fluctuating, and your fighting and running 

hormones flowing, all the extra activity will wear you out faster than you would without them. Nobody performs at 

their peak when they are fatigued. 



 16 

THE SOLUTION - RELAX 
Learning how to relax is a skill just like weight lifting or riding a bike. There is a process for retraining the mind and 

body to turn off the stress response. It happens in a specific way, just as contracting the muscles occurs in a certain 

way.  

Relaxation is not the same as hanging out with friends, watching TV, or listening to your favorite music. Though 

these activities, and many others like them, are better than being anxious and tensed up, learning how to relax is 

different, much different. Again, you must do certain things in certain ways to turn off the stress response. 

In this section, we’ll outline a few of the very best ways to do this along with some additional pretty good ones. 

There are many ways to relax, and not each one works the same for everyone. Some work better than others, but 

all of them are effective in reducing stress levels, both physiologically and mentally. 

The first and most essential way to relax is by breathing in the right way. When you were a baby (during those 

times when you were content), you had one specific way that you breathed. That way was called abdominal or 

stomach breathing. All babies breathe this way. All animals, while resting, breathe this way.  

As we live our stress-filled lives, our bodies receive messages that we are in danger and we need to run from or 

fight something. Automatically, we start to breathe faster and shallower, so we can get more oxygen into the 

system because of the extra demand required to run and fight. To do this, it recruits other muscles in the chest and 

upper torso that make it so the chest is also moving, or it moves exclusively.  

Chest breathing is an indicator that we have activated the fight-or-flight response. Many people have been 

breathing this way for so long that they feel like it is a natural way to breathe—there isn’t any other way. 

In contrast, abdominal breathing is our natural way to breathe. When we intentionally breathe this way, we send 

the message throughout our body that things are okay, that there is no threat, and that we don’t need to be on 

high alert from anything dangerous.  

For just a moment, sit up straight and take one hand and place it just over your belly button. Place your other hand 

somewhere right above your heart, not quite near the top of your torso. When you breathe in and out, which of 

your two hands does the most moving? Is it your stomach hand or your chest hand? Or is it both? 

If you notice that when you breathe, your chest is involved in the action, then we have some work to do. 

With your hand on your chest and stomach, deliberately change the way that you breathe so only your hand on 

your stomach moves. When you inhale, make it so your stomach hand moves out. When you exhale, your stomach 

hand moves back in. During the inhalation and exhalation, your hand that is on your chest should remain 

motionless.  

The second part of breathing into your stomach involves the focus on the exhalation. When you breathe in, you 

don’t need to fill your lungs fully. Just breathe in to a comfortably deep level. And then the exhalation should be as 

soft and slow as you can comfortably make it. As you focus on your breath, do everything you can to soften and 

slow down the exhalation. Once you feel you’ve comfortably let out enough air, inhale again comfortably making 

sure your stomach moves out, but not your chest.  

This may seem trivial, but it isn’t. Merely changing the way you breathe can automatically interrupt the stress 

response. It is an intentional act of letting the body know that everything is okay. Interestingly, we get more 
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oxygen into our body when we breathe slowly and deeply than when we breathe quickly and shallowly. Many 

good things happen when we breathe naturally.  

RIGHT TENSION – RIGHT PERFORMANCE 
Picture one of the strings on a guitar, maybe the smallest string, the one that plays the highest notes. When a 

guitarist is tuning her guitar, she turns the tuning pegs that tighten or loosen each guitar string. If she stretches a 

string too tightly, and then plays a song, the string will make notes that sound too high. They’ll be off-key. The 

sound won’t be right. Strung way too tightly, the string can snap in two. 

If the string is not tightened sufficiently, the sound of the notes when the string is played will be too low. Strung far 

too loosely and the string won’t play any sound; the string doesn’t have enough tension. 

Similarly, when we talk about physiological and psychological stress and tension, what we’re really talking about is 

like the guitar string. There is a “best” amount of tension that a person needs to perform well. If he’s not 

motivated to even try, like the loosely strung guitar string, not much will happen. On the other end, if he’s got al l 

kinds of stress happening, like the tightly wound guitar string, he’ll be using more than he needs to complete a 

task. He’ll send the football flying far over the head of his receiver. 

There is a certain amount of stress and tension that is ideal for an athlete, which differs from player to player. 

Learning about and using relaxation exercises are among the most potent and effective ways to turn off the kind of 

stress that causes those bad things to happen and draw on the perfect amount of tension for peak performance.  

GUIDED RELAXATION EXERCISES 
Just as lifting weights works to build stronger and larger muscles, there are specific things that you can do to turn 

off the stress response deliberately. They are called “Guided Relaxation Exercises” and they are dramatically 

beneficial and effective. A guided relaxation exercise is designed to do one thing very well: help you relax.   

There are several very effective relaxation exercises available that work to bring your mind and body back to 

appropriate levels of relaxation. A short list of well-known relaxation exercises would include these: Autogenics, 

Progressive Relaxation, Guided Imagery, the Power Nap, the body scan, breathing exercises, meditation, and yoga. 

We’ll not spend too much time in this book learning about each type of relaxation exercise and how it works.   

If you would like to receive guided instructions on downloadable audio files, along with additional instructions 

about how the relaxation exercises work to help you relax, you can access all this online at 

http://stressmanagementplace.com. Here you will find an excellent variety of guided relaxation exercises that you 

can load to your Smartphone, iPod, Tablet, or MP3 player. Once you have them loaded to your phone, you can find 

a quiet spot and spend 15 minutes returning your body and mind to its rightful place – homeostasis, which is 

where you want to be when you perform. 

You should spend time every day doing something relaxing, such as a relaxation exercise. As you are probably 

aware, we have guidelines that tell us we should do some physical activity for 30-60 minutes every day.  We also 

have useful guidelines that help us know what foods we should be eating, and in what quantities, to stay healthy 

and well. Similarly, a good guideline for stress management is to do something relaxing, such as a relaxation 

exercise, for about 15 minutes every day (which is the approximate length of the relaxation exercises available on 

the website).  

THE RESULTS 

http://stressmanagementplace.com/
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This is what will happen when you learn to relax using relaxation exercises.  

• You are centered and focused when you participate in your sport. As we’ve discussed earlier, a tense, 

anxious athlete is rarely a successful one. Those who feel calm and relaxed while the game unfolds tend 

to do better.  

• You will fall asleep almost instantly when your head hits the pillow at night. If you do one of the guided 

relaxation exercises just before you fall asleep, you’ll soon find that rather than struggle to go to sleep and 

toss and turn during the night, you’ll sleep restfully through the night and feel noticeably more refreshed 

when you awaken in the morning.  

• In general, you’ll feel much better. You’ll experience far fewer of the common symptoms of stress such 

as headaches, fatigue, irritability, anger, muscle pain, etc.  

Learning how to relax can be one of the best things that you can do for yourself both as a performer in any sport as 

well as to improve your health and well-being. You can learn more about why and how they work in other places, 

but all you need to know right now is that you should use them regularly (daily, if possible) and treat them with the 

same level of importance as you would your workouts, your nutritional program, and your game preparation.  
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MONITOR YOUR SELF-TALK 
Let’s try something that might seem a bit strange.  

For just a minute or two, close your eyes. With your eyes closed, do nothing other than become aware of your 

thoughts. Follow your thoughts as they come and go into your consciousness. Don’t try to manipulate, change, 

modify, or delete any of them. Just observe them as they happen.  

As you do this, you’ll find that it feels as if you don’t have much control over the many thoughts that flood your 

awareness. One thought strangely leads to another thought, and then to another, which branches into three more. 

And from where did that thought come? Tuning in to your thoughts is a lot like watching a thousand bees near a 

beehive. They go everywhere and nowhere; some linger while others pop in and then quickly pop out. Unless you 

deliberately direct any of your thoughts, they seem chaotic. 

When you consider doing this exercise, you might wonder how you could watch your thoughts. Aren’t your 

thoughts who you are? They aren’t. You are the one who is having the thoughts. They are separate from you.  You 

can observe them. And therefore, you do have the ability to control which thoughts you want to be the dominant 

ones.  

People who study these things say we have somewhere near 50,000 thoughts each day. Most of these thoughts 

are the same ones we had yesterday, last week, last month, and last year. There isn’t a lot of variation to the things 

we think about.  

Most of the thoughts that we have are based on programming that we’ve recorded so often that they have 

become habitual.  

In some ways, this is a good thing. For example, when we are hungry, we don’t need to think about how we are 

going to get some yummy food into our stomachs. We have programmed the process of finding food and eating it. 

Programmed into a habit or a structured behavior, we can occupy our minds with other things.  

We should be thankful we can program ourselves to specific behaviors and outcomes. It would be an unfortunate 

thing if we had to relearn how to drive the car each time we got in it to travel somewhere. Fortunately, we are very 

good at programming the mind to do things automatically. 

Unfortunately, this process can also bring about results that sometimes don’t serve us in such positive ways like 

getting food into our stomachs. Here’s how: 

Let’s pretend that you frequently have thoughts about yourself that sound like this, “I’m not good enough to play 

well against this opponent.” “I can’t seem to control my emotions. I’m so nervous.” I’m probably not going to do 

very well regardless of how hard I try.” 

What happens when we entertain these types of thoughts with any frequency?  

We each have a deeper, programmable part of our mind; some have called it the subconscious or unconscious 

mind. Others have given it different names such as the Habitual Mind, our Intelligence, or our Higher Self.  

This part of us is the real power behind most of what we do. It is the part of us that runs our physiology; it’s very 

good at doing things such as keeping blood sugars at appropriate levels, keeping the heart pumping, digesting the 

hamburger that you ate for lunch and turning it into microscopic particles that either go to your muscles, your fat 
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stores, or anywhere else where it is needed. You don’t need to know how all that happens; it just does. And again, 

we like it that way. 

This subconscious mind can be compared to the program that runs the hardware of your computer. You have the 

keyboard, the screen, the motherboard, and all the other hardware, but without the programs to run the system, 

nothing happens. In the same way, we have lots of cells, tissues, organs, and body systems, but without the 

intelligence inside of us—our subconscious mind—nothing happens with any of them.   

As with any computer program, it requires a programmer to give it directions for how it is supposed to function. 

Specific instructions, given in computer coding, cause the program to run a certain way whenever the person using 

the program takes any action. As a simple example, when you use a word processing program, and you push the 

little plastic square on the keyboard that has a “K” on it, immediately a similar-looking “K” shows up on the screen. 

The code of the program says that is what is always going to happen. 

Interestingly, the software that received the input (the letter “K” got pushed on the keyboard) and placed the 

letter “K” on the screen can't question whether putting the letter “K” on the screen was a good or a bad idea. The 

program doesn’t analyze, question, judge, or criticize the input. It just does what it is told to do with perfect 

precision.  

Similarly, our subconscious mind is the software, but it must be programmed to carry out specific tasks. Who is the 

programmer? You are. Every day of your life, you program your software—the subconscious mind—to produce 

specific results. You learn. Once the program has been set, it doesn’t require a lot of thought to bring about the 

results, it just happens; like tying your shoelaces or riding a bike. 

Like computer software, our subconscious mind does not have, as part of its structure, the ability to analyze, 

question, judge, or criticize the input. It just does what it is told to do with perfect precision.  

How does this work in real life? Let’s say that you want to eat some food. You have a delicious bowl of your 

favorite cereal sitting in front of you. How are you going to get that goodness from the bowl into your stomach?  

All you must do is push the correct key, and your body does the rest. The right key, in this instance, is the desire to 

eat some food. From there, you notice your hand reaching down, grabbing the spoon, filling the spoon with food, 

raising the spoon to your mouth in a way that the food doesn’t spill out, your mouth opens, the food goes inside 

your mouth, your teeth crush the food into tiny bits, swallowing begins to happen while extra saliva is added to the 

mix, muscles that surround your throat and follow your esophagus all the way to your stomach start their action to 

help move the food from your mouth to your stomach. In all this activity, you didn’t need to give it a single 

thought. It just happened. The program ran, as it should. You simply gave it the command to fulfill the hunger. 

How does self-talk play into all of this, you ask? Good question! 

We have a lot of thoughts in our heads that pertain to who we are and how we are doing. For example, a person 

goes into a room where she doesn’t know anyone. Immediately, she might have thoughts that have to do with her 

shyness, her insecurity, or her belief that she doesn’t make new friends easily.  

Each time she thinks thoughts like these, she helps write the programs that will produce specific outcomes. If she 

continually tells herself that she is shy, insecure, and not a good friend-maker, her subconscious mind will simply 

do whatever it is told. And when she goes to a future party or evening with strangers, she will find herself 

continuing to be shy, insecure, and unable to make new friends.  
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Now, here is a crucial point: This person does NOT have shy or insecure genes. She may have blue eyes or blond 

hair or be six feet tall according to her DNA structure, but how she feels among strangers is ONLY and ENTIRELY 

because of the programming that she previously created and is now running. She is NOT shy by nature, as some 

people are led to believe. 

As you participate in sports, your subconscious mind is always listening to the things that you say to yourself about 

yourself. Remember, its primary job is to run whatever programming you give to it. As you say things to your 

subconscious mind that have to do with your abilities, your strengths or weakness, and your worthiness, your 

subconscious mind will follow through on that programming just as much as it will with your ability to eat food. 

For example, consider the tennis player who always tells himself what a rotten player he is while he is playing. 

“Geez, you idiot!” “You never hit the ball where you want it to go.” “You are such a rotten tennis player.” “You’re 

no good.” 

The sad thing is that your subconscious mind hears these statements. It doesn’t check to see if they are accurate or 

not, whether they are useful or not. It only follows through on this programming. The result, therefore, is that the 

tennis player continues not to hit the ball where he wants it to go and continue to be a no-good, rotten tennis 

player, and maybe even an idiot. The subconscious mind is just doing what it is told to do; simply running the 

program it is given. 

THE SELF-TALK SOLUTION 
So how should you talk to yourself, off the court or field, at practice, and during competition? What should you say 

to yourself, especially when the evidence may not support you—you’re having a “bad” game?  

If you are struggling with your backhand, should your self-talk say that you have a good backhand?  

YES! 

But that would be lying, wouldn’t it? “I have a great backhand.” “I’m a terrific tennis player.” “I’m the best player 

on the court.” All lies, according to your current results.  

What we must remember about the subconscious mind is that it will run ANY program you give to it, and it is 

ALWAYS listening for those instructions. So, if you continuously tell yourself you have a good backhand, even 

though that doesn’t seem to happen very much, the likelihood that you will soon be hitting a terrific backhand 

increases dramatically. You will start to see those results. If you continuously tell yourself you have a rotten 

backhand, you are much more likely to see those results as well.  

Always keep dominant the thoughts that are in the direction of the results you want and reject those that are not. 

When you hear yourself saying negative comments, say “Stop!” or “Cancel!” or immediately replace them with a 

more favorable, desirable thought. Very soon the results will start to follow. 

You programmed your body to drive a car or eat food with a fork. Once you developed the program (learned a 

task) and ran it several times (caused it to become a habit), you don’t need to think very much about how to do 

those things. The program runs itself. And that’s how it works for peak performers.   
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USE AFFIRMATIONS 
Closely related to our constant self-talk are affirmations. What is an affirmation? It is a specifically directed 

statement designed to give our system instructions in the direction of a desired outcome.  

When we monitor our self-talk, we stay aware, making sure that what we say to ourselves doesn’t get in the way 

of what we want to accomplish. With affirmations, we add some punch to this mix. We deliberately give our 

system a target toward which it can work. It follows the saying, “If you don’t know where you are going, you’re 

likely to end up nowhere.” Our system, our subconscious mind, likes a target; it wants a goal. Affirmations provide 

it with one. 

Frequently, our self-talk uses self-defeating statements such as “I’m no good,” or “I never hit the ball very well.” 

Recall from our discussion on self-talk that the system acts on whatever programming it is given. Since it is told 

that it never hits the ball very well, that’s the behavior it is going to produce. 

When we direct the show with affirmations, we give the system specific commands on which it can go to work. It’s 

a simple procedure, but don’t let the simplicity of it discourage you from applying it. The benefits can be 

astounding. 

CONSTRUCTING WINNING AFFIRMATIONS 
Here are some examples of good affirmations: 

• I am a terrific golfer. I hit every shot exactly where I want it to go. 

• I have a powerful and accurate serve.  

• I easily see all my receivers and quickly find the most open one. 

• I pick up the spin of the ball quickly and react to the pitch with perfect accuracy. 

• I am calm and confident. 

• I am relaxed. 

You’ll notice that these affirmations have several characteristics that you can use to develop your own: 

1. They are stated in positive terms toward successful outcomes.  

As you can see above, they speak of constructive, optimistic results. A good example is, “Every day, I am getting 

better at this sport that I enjoy so much.” A bad example would be, “I never hit the ball out of bounds.”  

This might seem like a semantic technicality, but it’s essential. The subconscious mind, for whatever reason, 

doesn’t hear the words doesn’t, can’t, or don’t. It only understands the “out of bounds” part. What you focus on, 

whether it is spoken positively or negatively, is what the system thinks you want to have happen—what you focus 

on expands. So, keep the affirmations positive. 

2. They are stated in the present tense.  

Our subconscious mind doesn’t really know about the future or the past when we communicate with it. It only 

understands here and now.  

So, when we make our affirmation, we wouldn’t say something like, “I will hit the ball straight down the fairway,” 

or “I will hit my serve just inside the service line.” When we say it that way, our subconscious mind essentially 

interprets it as something like this, “Yes, I’ll be taking care of that at a future time, but not today.”  
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Since the subconscious mind only knows now, state your affirmation as if it is already happening. Make it sound 

like you are already doing it successfully.  

3. They are stated as “I” statements.  

The subconscious mind needs to know to whom you are referring to when you make your affirmation. If you say 

something like, “Good high jumpers easily soar over the bar,” or “People who see the pitch rotation clearly are 

more likely to hit the ball.” With statements like these, your subconscious mind thinks you are referring to 

somebody else, so it won’t apply its mighty power to you. 

Instead, always include yourself, in the form of an “I” statement in your affirmation. This way, your subconscious 

mind will know precisely for whom it is supposed to carry out the task. Say it this way: “I am calm and confident in 

all situations.” “I play perfectly every time I step on the court.” 

4. They are short and to the point 

When we make our affirmations, they should not be long, drawn-out sentences that seem to go on forever. An 

example of a bad affirmation might sound like this, “I’m a terrific tennis player, especially when I get enough sleep 

the night before the match and when I eat a good pregame meal and warm up sufficiently just before the match.” 

This is too long. A better example would be, “I prepare well and play at my best every time I step onto the court.”  

How often should you repeat your affirmations? You should repeat them as frequently as possible. 

The question can be asked again, what if the current behavior does not reflect the affirmation. For example, what 

if you repeat the statement, “I have a powerful and accurate serve,” but you can’t seem to hit the ball inbounds 

when you try to hit it powerfully?  

Again, you keep feeding your system this new program, and soon you’ll find yourself acting on it. Additionally, you 

have as much right to say this new statement to yourself as you do repeating less winning statements such as, “I 

never hit the ball inbounds with any power.” Both the positive statement and the negative one are affirmations. 

The body hears both. Given the same amount of acceptance. Why not choose the positive one? 
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STAY IN THE MOMENT 
“Keep your brain in your lane.” This was the wise advice of a track coach to his athletes. The essence of this advice 

was to remind the runners to keep their focus on where they were and what they were doing, rather than where 

they were NOT and what they were NOT doing. This was some of the most brilliant advice a coach could give. 

What does this mean? 

Imagine you are the coach of a basketball team. There is one second left in the game, and your team is ahead by 1 

point. The opposing team’s best shooter is at the free-throw line shooting two shots. If he makes both shots, they 

win the game. If he only makes one, you’ll go into overtime. If he misses both shots, your team wins. If you’re a 

good coach, what do you do? 

The answer is obvious: you call a timeout.  

Why would you ask for a timeout in this situation? Simple. You want to “freeze” the shooter; make him “think” 

about it. But what does that mean? From a psychological standpoint, what are you trying to do to the shooter? 

We can analyze this by first returning to our earlier discussion of the fight-or-flight response. Recall that the stress 

response turns on automatically whenever we have a threat thought. We also mentioned that this threat doesn’t 

necessarily have to be real. It rarely is.  

So you call the timeout. The player goes to his bench and listens to his coach’s instructions. But what you’re hoping 

also happens is that he thinks about the upcoming foul shot. More importantly, you want him to think about all the 

bad things that will happen if he misses them. You want him to create perceived “threats” in his mind. 

When this player senses that anything bad could happen to him if he happens to miss the shots, the stress 

response automatically turns on to help him prepare for it. And remember, the only way his body knows how to do 

this is by activating the stress response.  

In this instance, when the stress response is activated, the thing that will mess up things the most is this player will 

tense up his fighting and running muscles. Those muscles are NOT the same as his free throw shooting muscles. 

When he steps up to the free-throw line, if he’s been entertaining those threat thoughts, bad things are going to 

happen when he lets the ball fly toward the rim—bad things for him, though good for you, if you’re the opponent. 

PLAYING IN THE ZONE 
Peak performers mention that from time to time, they get into what’s commonly known as “the Zone.”  In those 

moments, they can do nothing wrong; they are flowing; they can do whatever they tell their body to do with ease 

and poise. The mind and body feel perfectly connected. On those rare occasions when this happens, there is 

nothing better. 

One of the most commonly reported characteristics of these moments of peak performance is that the athlete’s 

mind is totally immersed in the action. His mind is focused directly on what is taking place here and now, and it is 

not thinking about what might or might not happen or what has happened in the past. In other words, the mind is 

focused only and entirely on the moment-to-moment activities without any thoughts of outcome or consequence. 

We call this type of present-moment focus being “Mindful” and it may be the most valuable component of a 

player’s mental game.  
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There is a beautiful metaphor that demonstrates the power of keeping our awareness on what’s happening here 

and now: Imagine the sun’s rays shining down on a sidewalk. The distribution of the rays makes the warmth on the 

sidewalk equal in all places. But if you hold a magnifying glass about six inches from the surface and place a piece 

of paper on the ground just beneath it, you can concentrate those rays of light toward a specific point and in so 

doing, cause the heat to be so high that it will light the paper on fire.  

Being mindful, focusing directly on the here-and-now action, creates the likelihood of producing the same 

powerful results during competition. When our thoughts spread out to a variety of things that don’t have much of 

anything to do with what’s happening in the game right now, our energy scatters, and we miss out on the possible 

peak performance we could have achieved if we were more focused.   

Here are a couple of examples. 

A coach has called a timeout. He gathers his players around to discuss the play he’d like to see them run. While he 

is diagramming the play, the players aren’t listening to what he is saying. They are thinking about the action that 

has been happening before the timeout, or they are thinking about how life will be for them if they win or lose the 

game, or they have their thoughts on how angry they are at the referees because they aren’t calling the game very 

well. The players are not focused on the words the coach is saying.  

How much of the plan the coach just diagrammed is going to happen when they step on the court? Probably not 

very much.  

Here’s another example to show how staying focused on the present moment, or letting our mind drift away from 

this moment, can profoundly affect our performance.   

You are up to bat against a pitcher who has excellent control of his pitches today. His fastball is nearly unhittable 

as are his breaking pitches. The score is 6-5, your team is down by 1 in the bottom of the ninth, and your team has 

runners on second and third base. This is a critical time at-bat. How focused do you need to be? 

If you are going to hit any of this guy’s pitches, you had better be as focused as possible. Your mind cannot be 

wandering to other times and places if you want to see the ball very well and have any chance of hitting it. If your 

mind wanders, if it dwells on anything besides this pitch, here and now, you’re unlikely to be successful.  

However, if your eyes are clearly focused on where the pitcher releases the ball, it’s velocity and its rotation; in 

other words, if you are clearly focused on what is happening right here and now, your chances for success increase 

dramatically. 

This is the case with any aspect of any sport. From the archer to the sharpshooter, from the quarterback to the 

free throw shooter, concentration, the ability to keep the mind focused on this moment, here and now, really is 

the master skill. It is so important that we’re going to spend another section of this book to help you improve this 

skill. 

HOW TO BE MINDFUL 
Imagine that you are driving to your home from a friend’s house. Pretend that you’ve had a bit of an argument 

with her. It’s nothing that will hurt your relationship; you just left with ill-feelings. While you drive, you notice that 

you keep reliving the argument in your head, like a loop film running repeatedly. 
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Also happening as you drive, you notice the sun is setting in the west, and as it sets, the most brilliantly beautiful 

sky unfolds before you. It is so amazing that you find an open place, pull over, and watch the gorgeous sunset 

happen.  

While you focus your mind on the beautiful sunset, you notice that you don’t feel so angry anymore. You feel 

relieved and peaceful. You may even forget what you were arguing about.  

What just happened, and how does this help us understand the powerful nature of present moment focusing? 

Several aspects of the mind become clear as we analyze this situation.  

First, the mind can only focus on one thing at a time. It may often seem like the mind focuses on more things at 

once, but it isn’t. So, whatever we decide to think about, in any given moment, is all we can focus our mind on.  

For example, if you are thinking of the sunset, you cannot simultaneously think of the argument you had with your 

friend. Indeed, you can switch quickly from one to the other, but if you focus on one, you can’t at the same time 

focus on the other. 

Second, you are free to think about anything you decide to think about. Nobody has control over the thoughts that 

you choose to have. Even if someone were holding a gun to your head and demanding that you think certain 

things, you would still have a choice. You could worry about how it will feel to have the bullet pierce a hole in your 

head, or you could think about something else that is a bit more pleasant. It’s still your choice. 

The next interesting aspect of our thoughts relates to our emotions. Our emotions are always preceded by our 

thoughts. Feelings don’t just magically happen. You never have a feeling without having a thought about 

something first. You think of something, interpret it in a certain way, and depending on the way that you interpret 

the thought, it will translate into an emotion. Your emotions always result from the way you think about things. 

For example, whenever you have a thought that something shouldn’t be happening the way it is, the resulting 

feeling that follows that thought is anger. You have the thought that the driver in front of you should be driving 

more quickly. This thought has the possibility of turning into the emotion of anger. If you were driving behind the 

slow driver and you did not even think about how the person in front of you should be driving, you would not 

generate the feeling of anger. 

Enough already!  

Why, you are probably asking, is all this psychobabble so important?  

Let’s return to the player shooting the foul shot. 

If he steps up to the line and remembers that he can only think one thought at a time, he’ll know to put his focus 

on his goal rather than anything else. This will help his body to know exactly which muscles are the right ones to 

activate to shoot the free throw accurately. 

If he also remembers that he is free to think anything he wants, he’ll realize that although he could focus his 

thoughts on what might happen if he misses the shot (and as a result, activate the stress response to prepare for 

the possible threats); he has the same freedom to think more useful thoughts. He could think about how easy it is 

to sink foul shots. He could recall the time he hit 113 shots in a row at the gym the other day. He could think about 

what fun it is to have this exciting challenge of possibly win the game. All these thoughts are going to put him in a 
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much better state to hit the shots than the thoughts of missing and having to deal with all the “threats” that will 

happen when he does. 

The best way to keep your mind in the present moment is by focusing on something that is always happening here 

and now. You do this is by placing your awareness directly on your senses.  Your senses always experience what is 

in the present.  

Think about it. You can only see what is around you here and now. You can only hear sounds that are happening 

here and now. Smells and tastes can only happen in this moment. And you can only touch something right now. 

Your senses are always and only capturing whatever is unfolding before you here and now. 

This information can help the athlete in two ways. If she finds herself worrying about an upcoming match; if she 

can’t get to sleep because she is so worried; if she can’t eat because she is so worried; if she has headaches 

because she is so worried about tomorrow’s match—she can change what she is focusing on. She can tune in to 

what her senses tell her about her current environment and focus directly on that, rather than on what is NOT 

happening right now—tomorrow’s match. 

This is also helpful for the athlete who is in the middle of the activity. The batter steps up to the plate. If his mind is 

focusing on something other than the pitch—his thoughts are anywhere but here and now—he is far less likely to 

hit the pitch. But if he has all his concentration focused on the windup and the delivery, putting his eyes on the 

spin of the ball, the speed—what is happening here and now—he will have a much higher chance of getting a base 

hit. 

Let’s use a few examples to help you get the hang of it. 

The golfer prepares to hit a shot toward the green from the fairway. There’s a lake about halfway to the green and 

a couple sand traps surrounding it. As she thinks about her next shot, thoughts of the ball going into the lake or the 

sand traps enter her mind. This thought leads to subsequent thoughts of the bad things that she’ll have to face if 

she goes into the lake or sand trap. She’s suddenly stressed out about the hole. 

In this instance, the golfer can change her thoughts by focusing on what her eyes currently see. She could put her 

attention on the beautiful scenery of the golf course. She could listen to the sounds familiar to golf courses. She 

could feel the warm sunshine or the cool breeze on her face. She could focus on her breathing or on the other 

players with whom she is playing. 

You might be saying to yourself that those are some strange things to think about while you get ready to hit a shot. 

They do indeed seem odd. However, it is a lot better to think of these things than to occupy the mind with 

thoughts about hitting the ball in the sand traps or the lake and the potential stress that accompanies those 

thoughts. 

We don’t always have to make our minds focus directly on what is happening right here and now. It’s okay to let 

the mind wander to other places and times. But when we find our thoughts leading to less than perfect states 

during the action, we need something that will help us immediately change to more useful states. Focusing on 

what is unfolding to our senses makes this happen.  

When we do this, we are immediately in a better frame of mind to perform at peak levels, whereas, without doing 

this, we aren’t. The golfer is less likely to hit her best shot.  
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SEE YOUR SUCCESS 
“See it. Imagine it. It’s the same to your brain.” 

Those are the words that titled the news story that highlighted recent research out of MIT. The essence of the 

study was that whether you see something in your physical experience or if you imagine it, your mind, and your 

body, will sense that it has happened. 

Several good things happen when we successfully perform a task of any kind. First, we cause that thing to become 

familiar to us; thus, we are more likely to feel comfortable with the behavior in a later time.  

Second, our ability to perform that task in the future increases simply by the repetition of it. Ralph Waldo Emerson 

said, “That which we persist in doing becomes easier, not that the task itself has become easier, but that our ability 

to perform it has improved.” We get better at those things which we do successfully. 

Third, we increase in our level of confidence about that behavior. 

The funny idea I want you to entertain here is that you don’t always have to be on the field, the court, or the 

course to successfully perform tasks.  

MENTAL REHEARSAL—PLAY THE GAME BEFORE IT HAPPENS...IN YOUR MIND 
When we practice mental rehearsal, we imagine, we create the mental picture as clearly as we can, sensing and 

feeling the desired outcome, as if it is happening, though only in our imagination.  

Try this: Close your eyes and imagine a huge white screen hanging on a wall in front of you. Give it a feel like a 

screen in a movie theater. Imagine this screen has a gold trim surrounding it and it glows when you put your 

attention on it. 

Picture yourself on this screen, performing some activity that goes with your sport. See it happen perfectly from 

the beginning to the end. See yourself enjoying the feeling that goes with playing perfectly. Sense your confidence 

grow as you follow through your performance from start to end. 

Add more sensory data to the mental picture. Notice the sounds, the air temperature, and environmental 

conditions; make the picture as lifelike as possible. 

Let the picture replay itself over and over. Each time, see the performance happen correctly, flawlessly, 

effortlessly. Be in the scene as much as you possibly can.  

As it plays, let your self-talk sound like this, “Holy Cow! I’m so good at this!” “It’s so easy for me to play well 

today!” “I love playing my best.”  

Some people say that they have a hard time visualizing. This is not uncommon. Mental rehearsal is another muscle 

that can be developed. If you haven’t used it very much, it’s likely to be weak.  

One way to familiarize yourself with your mental screen is to begin by imagining something simple that’s easy to 

remember. Imagine a familiar place, such as your bedroom or in front of your home. Tune in to the detail of the 

place. Visualize everything familiar to you; the familiar sights, sounds, smells, and general feeling of it.  

Once you have a good sense of this familiar place, put yourself into the picture. See yourself moving around there, 

doing things that you would typically do. Enjoy the nearly-real feeling of being in this place. 
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After you are comfortable with this imagery, you are ready to create your mental screen and visualize yourself 

perfectly performing components of your sport.  

Don’t try too hard to make this happen. Just have fun with it. Play with the images. Invite them to come to your 

mind and enjoy seeing yourself perform successfully. The more serious you are, the less you’ll be successful at it.  

The best time to program your mind through mental rehearsal is just before falling asleep at night. As you lie in 

your bed, gently begin to relax (if you need help relaxing, use any of the relaxation exercises mentioned earlier). 

Once you feel yourself becoming more peaceful and sleepy, create your mental screen and start the loop film of 

your perfect performance playing in your mind. In this relaxed state, see excellent performance happen with ease. 

Enjoy the feeling of success and joy as you perform flawlessly. Then, after you viewed yourself several times and 

feel successful in every way, allow yourself to nod off to sleep. While you sleep, this program will go to work 

creating this outcome in your reality. 
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FOCUS ON THE SMALLEST PART OF THE TARGET 
Another aspect of the subconscious mind, that dominant part of each of us that runs the programs we give to it, is 

that it is naturally goal-seeking. If it is given a task or a specific objective, it goes to work on that objective without 

questioning the usefulness or appropriateness of that goal. It is like the heat-seeking missile that goes after its 

target. 

If this is the case, why don’t we reach a lot of the goals that we set for ourselves? It mostly happens because we 

keep moving the target. We put our mind on a target, briefly pursue it, and then long before we’ve arrived, we 

decide to focus on a different destination. As soon as we’ve set our sights on the new goal and briefly pursue that 

one, we get distracted and fix our attention on something else.  

To understand how this works, we need to return our thoughts to the description of the subconscious mind  

Imagine that you are an archer shooting an arrow at a target located 50 feet away. If you put your eyes on the 

target, you are likely to hit some part of the target, but there is no telling which area of the target you’ll hit.  

However, if you zero in on the center of the target, now you’ve given your body a more specific target. 

The body tends to follow through on whatever command it is given. If the command is to hit the target, that’s 

what you’ll do. If the command is to hit the center of the target, you are more likely to hit the center of the target.  

As I said, your body is like a heat-seeking missile. If you get out of the way and allow the process to happen, it will 

follow through on whatever direction is programmed for it to complete. If you give the body instructions to shoot 

the ball at the basketball hoop, it will put the ball somewhere in the vicinity. If you tell the body to shoot the ball at 

a small place on the hoop, that’s what it will more likely do as well. 

Examples, in sports, of focusing on the smaller target: 

• A pitcher, in baseball, focuses on one of the strings of the catcher’s mitt rather than the mitt or the 

catcher. 

• A basketball player looks at the little notches on the hoop that keep the net held in place, rather than the 

entire rim. 

• The quarterback throws the ball at the numbers of the receiver.  

• The tennis player serving the ball finds the target just inside the service line where the two lines meet. 

You get the idea. As you put your attention on the smallest part of your target, your body will more likely know 

precisely what to do to complete the action.  

LET GO AND GET OUT OF YOUR OWN WAY  
Let’s review what we’ve done so far. You have learned how to relax. You have successfully changed your constant 

stream of thoughts to more positive, empowering ones. You have made affirmations that will successfully guide 

your system in the direction of success. You have created a clear image in your mind of the outcome you want to 

see happen.  And your mind is focused on the action that is happening right here and now as you focus on the 

smallest part of your target. Now what do you do? 

LET IT HAPPEN! 
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The final tool, the one that will lead you to the most favorable results, requires that you do nothing to make it 

happen.  

What!?!  DO NOTHING? 

That’s right. The final step to accomplish your goals at the highest levels is to do nothing that will get in the way of 

the body performing at its peak. It knows how this is done. The worst thing you can do at this point is to get in the 

way of it happening. 

Once you have done all the right things to prepare for the goal, you let go of trying to make it happen and just trust 

that it will happen. You let go and allow your natural abilities to take over without allowing your mind, and its 

collection of unnecessary, unhelpful thoughts get in the way.  

On many occasions, you’ve probably heard it said, “He’s thinking about it too much.” For that player, it’s over. 

Perfect performance simply isn’t going to happen. 

Consider this example. The pitcher is having one of his best days ever. For the first eight innings, he has pitched 

flawlessly. His pitches were going exactly where he wanted them to go. He had perfect control over his fastball, 

change of pace pitches, and his breaking balls. Every pitch seemed to happen with ease, effortlessly. 

He’s got a no-hitter going into the ninth inning. 

He approaches the mound. This inning, however, rather than thinking about what a great time he’s having, he 

starts thinking of the no-hitter that he could get if he can go one more inning without allowing a hit. Thoughts of 

what the no-hitter will mean to him begin to dominate his awareness. “What will other people think about this 

amazing accomplishment?” “What will the newspapers have to say in tomorrow’s news?” “Maybe I’ll get on ESPN. 

How cool would that be?” “I better not blow it now!” 

The instant he starts having these thoughts, he goes from throwing freely to throwing carefully. Because his mind 

is thinking of the possible outcomes that will come from getting the no-hitter, his body hears the message that it 

will need to prepare for something potentially bad in the future, and BOOM, on goes the stress response. The 

instant this happens, different muscles get involved in the pitch, ones that will affect how the pitch is thrown. 

This is the last thing the pitcher wants, but he can’t help it. As soon as his thoughts change, so does his physiology 

and therefore, his pitches.  

Performers of every skill know how this happens. If the concert pianist started thinking about how she should 

make her fingers move across the piano keys, she’d never play the song very well. The most skilled dancers don’t 

think about how their feet and their bodies need to move as they perform the amazingly intricate movements. In 

both of these cases, their thinking would get in the way of their performance.  

If you’ve ever been to a concert to watch the most skilled guitarist or drummer in a rock band playing one of their 

most difficult and fantastic songs, you see the same thing happen. Watch them closely. What you’ll not notice is 

the artist thinking about what his hands are going to do next on the drum set or guitar. If he did, the thinking 

would get in the way of his incredible playing. It’s almost as if the music plays itself. 

It’s the same with athletes. Once one’s skills have reached a certain level (the beginner athletes still need to train 

their bodies to perform the skill through mental direction-giving), the body knows how to perform the skill and will 
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do so much better when the direction-giving part of the mind gets out of the way. We often hear of athletes who 

speak of their best games say that it was almost as if the game played through them. 

Have you ever been playing tennis and your opponent hits the ball just wide of the out-of-bounds line? Rather 

than let the ball go, you proceed to wail away at the ball, without really caring very much if it goes in or lands out 

in your opponent’s court. What frequently happens when you do this? You end up hitting the best shot of the day. 

It lands in, just inches from the baseline, an unhittable shot during normal play. 

What just happened was that as soon as you released your need for something to happen in a precisely specific 

way, your body took over and executed with exactness and precision.  When you stop caring so much about 

achieving an outcome, the outcome that you want seems to happen more easily. 

This seems like a paradox, counter-intuitive; it goes against everything we always thought was right about getting 

something we want. The traditional way of succeeding says that we should work hard, grit our teeth, be persistent 

and determined, and above all, win at all costs doing whatever it takes.  For most athletes and coaches, this 

different way of thinking is not always an easy pill to swallow. 

There is nothing wrong with having these traditional characteristics at play as we pursue our goals. However, if we 

want to realize peak performance, we must move to a higher level of consciousness. We need to do the same 

things peak performers do. Remember, we mentioned earlier that peak performers do certain things in certain 

ways. At the point of performance, when we’re on the court or the playing field, in the heat of the game or match, 

letting go, trusting, and getting out of the way will result in far better performance. 

How do we do this? How do we get out of the way, let go, and trust the game to happen through us? The best way 

to do this is by keeping our mind in the here and now by focusing on something that is happening, something such 

as our breathing or something that our senses can sense. And when necessary, place our attention on the smallest 

part of the goal. Other thoughts aren’t going to help very much and will very likely get in the way. 

It also happens by letting go of our emotional attachment to an outcome. If something must happen a certain way, 

it is less likely that it will. But if we do the things we have learned in this book, and then trust the process, without 

being attached emotionally to any specific outcome, the body, with its incredible intelligence, will produce the 

results you want, and with much less effort. 

PEAK PERFORMANCE THINKING 
Our dominant thoughts become our realities.  

Think about that idea for a moment. We become what we think about most. The Psalmist wrote, “As a man 

thinketh in his heart, so is he.” Little by little, as you think in certain ways, you tend to move your life, your 

activities, and your behaviors in those directions. That’s what the philosophers and enlightened thinkers have been 

telling us for centuries.  

So, what should your dominant thought be when you perform, if you want to perform at your highest level?  

Your dominant thought should be the same dominant thought that you had when you played your very best game 

in the past. You should vividly recall what you were thinking about in that peak performing moment and think the 

exact same way at this moment (game).  
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For example, if your dominant thought mostly focused on something about your present moment, then that 

should be your dominant thought. If your dominant thought had to do with successfully meeting your goal, then 

that should be your dominant thought. If your dominant thought was on all the pleasure and joy that you would 

experience once you win, then that should be your dominant thought. Whatever it was that you thought when you 

performed at your peak is how you should think every time you do the same thing. 

Not too long ago, I was teaching my college Stress Management course. In the class were two students who 

happened to be married. Their names were Trent and Chelsie. The other unique thing about this couple was that 

they were both on the track team. Each of them ran middle- and long-distance races. 

During one of our classes, we were discussing the concept of living in the moment, enjoying the moment, and 

experiencing the joy that comes with doing so.  

As the class proceeded, I could tell that something was bothering Chelsie. At one point she was nearly crying. I was 

very concerned because this wasn’t typical of Chelsie. She was usually a very bubbly, happy person, but not on that 

day.  

After the class was over, Trent and Chelsie stayed after class to talk. They were eager to discuss this important 

something that was on Chelsie’s mind. 

Chelsie was on scholarship as a track athlete, but recently, her running times were getting slower. Even though she 

was stronger and more developed as a runner, she wasn’t running as fast as she had been running previously.  

This was concerning to her because not only was she letting the team down (which really bothered her) she was 

also at risk of losing her scholarship if she didn’t improve her times and perform better.  

So we talked. 

During our conversation, I asked Chelsie if she could remember a time in her life when she ran the fastest. Could 

she pinpoint a specific period when her running times were the quickest?  

Without hesitating, she said that she easily did her best running a few years earlier when she was in high school. 

She told me that she had a terrific coach who helped her discover the joy of running. During that time, she would 

practice and train with her friends. She looked forward to running with great eagerness. She said that she and her 

friends had a blast during practice as well as during races. Chelsie even smiled as she remembered those fun times. 

I asked her if she could remember what was happening in her head while she ran so quickly. Without hesitation, 

she mentioned that she ran free and easily without worrying if she would win or lose or if she would get a personal 

best. She just ran for the sheer love of running. And as she did, she felt like she could fly.  

I asked her how this was different than the way that she runs now. She quickly commented that now when she 

runs, she is very concerned about always improving, always beating her best time, and always worrying about the 

next race and what she needed to do to prepare for it. She was very concerned about letting the team down by 

not performing well enough. 

“There’s your problem,” I said. “If you want to run fast, you have to run the same way you ran when you were fast. 

You must run freely and happily without concern for the outcome. You have to run because you love to run, not 

because you have to run.”  
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This was a hard thing for Chelsie to hear. In high school, she didn’t have so much riding on the outcome. In college, 

winning and losing, training to improve, and keeping the scholarship are huge deals—in fact, they are everything. 

Everything else crucial about college sports fades in comparison to winning. 

But if we want to see ourselves reach the highest levels of performance, the joy of the game should supersede 

everything else.  If we're going to play with all the right muscles firing at the right times, if we want our actions to 

be precise, if we want our playing to be satisfying and fulfilling; if we're going to play in the zone, we must let go of 

the outcomes and focus on the joy of the moment.  

Strangely enough, when this is how we play, we’ll win more games. But more importantly, we’ll have a blast doing 

it. 

There are coaches out there who disagree. They’ll hear these ideas and push them aside thinking this is all 

hogwash, phony baloney, kid’s stuff thinking. The “winning is everything” mentality, the “do whatever it takes to 

win” way of thinking is the only way to train and play. “This is how we’ve always done it, damn it!”  

This is usually said by those who really don’t know any other way to do it. So, they go out and push and force and 

“try hard” to win … and they wonder why they never do … and they wonder why their athletes hate playing for 

them. They also can’t figure out why their athletes play so much “in their heads,” always worrying or getting down 

on themselves.  

Sure, they might learn a lesson or two about building character or overcoming challenges, but what they don’t end 

up doing is playing their best. It’s almost paradoxical: trying our hardest to do our best doesn’t always move us in 

that direction, whereas, allowing, enjoying, trusting, and focusing totally on the action does. These are the mental 

characteristics of peak performers. 

We see this happen, as an example, in basketball. The player goes into the game. He’s excited to get to see some 

minutes, finally. During one play, he throws an errant pass—he causes a turnover. The next time down the court 

he accidentally dribbles the ball off his foot—another turnover. Immediately, the coach yanks him replacing him 

with another player.  

What happens when this is how the coach plays his boys? They play tentatively. If they are worried that if they 

make any mistake, they’re going to have to sit on the bench, they aren’t going to play anywhere near their best. 

With their minds focused on avoiding an unpleasant future event, the stress response gets involved. As we’ve 

mentioned several times, when that happens, the wrong muscles and the wrong actions get involved in the game.  

What should the coach do when his players do make repeated mistakes? Should they want to keep him in there 

when he has an awful game?  

What he should do is keep the player’s mind directed toward the things that we have explored in this book. He 

should keep his thoughts focused on the present moment, here and now. He should make sure the player’s self-

talk is positive and directed toward desirable outcomes. He should have the player visualize successful completion 

of the goals. He should have the player focus on smaller and smaller components of the target.  

He should make sure the player’s mental game is in the right place. That will usually solve the “bad game” that a 

player is having. 
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COMPETITION AND THE REAL GAME 
(An excerpt from my book titled, “The World Is NOT a Stressful Place)  

Recently I was at a basketball game between two college teams. The rivalry between these two teams is always 

heated. For whatever bizarre reason, if you are a diehard fan of the one side then you automatically hate the 

other—it is bizarre. I found myself sitting about six rows from the top of the stadium, so I had an excellent view of 

everything that was happening, not only on the floor but also in the seats surrounding the court.  

The game was close, with the lead switching back and forth many times. In the end, the home team won the game. 

As exciting as the game was, the fascinating aspect of this game took place among the fans. I noticed unbelievable 

energy and emotion generated by the people who came to watch the game. The fans were screaming at each 

other, at the players, the referees, and anyone else they felt deserved a piece of their mind, even though nobody 

could hear them because of all the noise.  

An interesting idea occurred to me as I watched this game: Let’s imagine that an alien, from another galaxy, makes 

a short trip to visit us here on Earth. He doesn’t know anything about earth life, and he happens to come to this 

basketball game. Imagine the curiosity this alien would have as he sees the many dynamics taking place during this 

game. There are ten men (plus three referees) running around on a wooden floor bouncing an orange ball and 

trying to throw it into a netted hoop. These players seem to be having a great time as they focus on this physical 

activity. 

There are also 15,000 people enthusiastically watching these players do what they love to do. These fans are not 

involved in playing the game itself but are mere spectators. They have minimal, if anything, to do with the action. 

Nonetheless, as these players perform, the fans in the stands become upset, excited, enraged, thrilled, 

discouraged, and many other emotions, all part of their attachment to the outcome of this competition.  

This alien observes that many of these quickly-generated emotions come about not so much by the activity on the 

floor, but by how the numbers show up on the scoreboard. He notices that regardless of how the teams play, 

supporters of the team with the most points are content, happy, and all is well. If their team has fewer points than 

their opponent, these fans generate unpleasant feelings like anger, hostility, depression, resentment, and sadness. 

Since both sides gain the lead from time to time, this emotional roller coaster ride is almost exhausting to watch, 

even for aliens.  

Finally, the game is over, and the home team finishes with more points on the scoreboard than the visitors. The 

alien now notices that the home team fans magically have become superior to the visiting team fans. And by 

looking at how they respond, the losing fans are inferior, and there is no disputing this fact because the points on 

the scoreboard say so. For the fans of the winning team, the scoreboard is all they need to prove their superiority 

over the fans of the losing team. 

This is a curious scenario from the alien’s point of view. We humans don’t see it as strange because it is so much a 

part of our culture. But the wise and rational alien is shaking his head with stunning bewilderment. Why would 

anyone care about the numbers on an electronic box hanging high above the game? How could those scoreboard 

numbers decide the superiority or inferiority, or any other emotion, of healthy functioning people? 

The primary purpose of competition, in our culture, is to decide who ends up with the highest score; which one of 

us is going to end up with the largest homes, the most expensive cars, the most money, the most wins during a 

season, the fastest times in a race, or the lowest number of strokes on a golf course? So frequently, the outcome is 

the basis for measuring performance. “We often think “I won, so I must have performed well.”  
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What does it mean to win or lose based on the points? Does it make me superior or inferior to others? We seem to 

think so. Why else would we be playing except to prove that we’re better? This manner of viewing competition has 

a false focus, an empty goal. It misses the whole point of playing the game.  

The real purpose of competition is not what we get when it is over. The real purpose, or what I call the real game, 

is our own improvement and the joy of participating while we are in the middle of the competition. Our focus 

during the game should not be on the outcome or on what the outcome will mean to us. When that happens, we 

leave the present moment. (We learned, in the chapter on mindfulness, the problem with this type of thinking.) 

Our thoughts should be on what is happening while we play. During the action, while we participate, we play the 

real game. 

When I came to teach at Weber State University, I met Lynn Corbridge, who is also a coach and professor. 

Recently, he won the world senior games racquetball tournament and has won many other national competitions. 

He is a great racquetball player and one of the top athletes in the country for his age. I also play a lot of 

racquetball. I thoroughly enjoy the game. When I began teaching at this university, I arranged to play with “Corb.” 

We have played many times. The first year that we played, I was happy if I scored five or six points against him. 

According to the points on the scoreboard, he was clobbering me. But the points didn’t matter to me as much as 

the fact that I was improving and having a great time playing against this very skilled person. Little by little, my 

skills were improving. After many months of playing, we got to the point where we were playing at nearly an even 

level.  

As I analyzed this, it became clear to me that the healthy competition that he provided for me was the very best 

thing that could have happened to help me improve my game. I needed him to play at the very top of his game. It 

wouldn’t have helped me improve if he would have shown pity towards me, because I never won any games, and 

therefore played softly so I could feel better, and so I could artificially score more points. I wouldn’t have gotten 

better. It was the stiff competition that he provided for me that helped me dramatically improve my game. The 

points were secondary. In fact, we rarely kept score when we played. It wasn’t the numerical outcome that moved 

us to play so hard. It was the sheer love of the game and the desire to help each other improve. 

When the focus of the game is on the points on the scoreboard, we don’t play at our highest levels. We might 

think we do, but we don’t. When our focus is on doing our best, playing with the most love, joy, energy, and 

enthusiasm that we can muster, that’s when we usually play our best. This is the true game, the real game.  

As I’ve worked with athletes and people who perform in various areas of life, I have found that people enter their 

highest state of performance when they are focused on the present moment and enjoy the performance for its 

own sake, rather than to have more points on the scoreboard. When the focus is on the win or loss and how we 

will stack up against someone else, we tighten up, and our performance drops.  

When we see that we aren’t performing as well as we think we can, we tend to make judgments about our 

performance and our skills. These judgments often turn into criticisms about who we are and what we can do. “My 

backhand really stinks.” “I can’t hit a driver for the life of me.” Sadly, this often leads to judgments about our own 

selves about the activity. “I am a rotten tennis player.” “I am really no good at golf.” These generalizing beliefs 

subsequently turn to universal judgments that we make about ourselves that have little basis in fact, yet we 

believe them anyway. “I am a rotten person.” “I am no good.” “I am not a worthy person.” All the extra baggage 

that we lay on ourselves occurs because our focus is on the false game, the one that says the points matter.  

The truth is the points don’t matter. We still want to compete, but for a different. It has been said, “The point of 

the journey is not to arrive.” We still want to perform at our peak, but the pure motivation that should be behind 
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our performance should be an internal one. We should play for the pure love of performing and the desire to 

expand our skills.  

PLAYING TO WIN THE REAL GAME 
There are two kinds of winning: One that comes from doing your absolute best and the other that comes from 

winning according to the points on the scoreboard. 

The real game of sports, performance, and even life has much more to do with how we feel inside than what is 

going on outside. The curious thing about all this inside thinking is that when we focus on developing our inner 

game, the outer game frequently turns out better. The points on the scoreboard more often go in our favor; the 

people with whom we play enjoy being with us; we rise to the top of our game and see more success in terms of 

wins and losses. 

At the same time, as we turn our attention to the inner game, the outward results seem to matter to us less than 

the joy we experience while we play. This new attitude frees up our energies to perform more powerfully, more 

smoothly, and with more confidence.   

Mastering the inner game is very much like a muscle. It needs to be worked on, persistently, repeatedly, during 

practice and the competitive games. As we keep our thoughts on what we are doing inside, what happens outside 

improves, which is what we want to happen anyway. You have learned some potent tools to help you along the 

way.  
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