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PRAISE FOR PEAK PERFORMANCE:

“So much in this book resonates with me. With practical advice for performance in the
workplace or on the playing field, Brad and Steve meticulously deliver a comprehensive
understanding of peak performance and how to achieve it.”

—Dick Costolo, CEO of Chorus, former CEO of Twitter

“Brad Stulberg is one of my favorite writers about two of my favorite topics: physical and
mental performance. This book brings them together.”

—Ryan Holiday, bestselling author of The Obstacle is the Way and Ego is the Enemy

“Tackling the mysteries of human optimization with science and insight from some of the
world’s greatest athletes, artists, and intellectuals, Peak Performance provides the roadmap
you need to transcend your limitations, unleash your inner greatness, and, most
importantly, sustain it over time. An absolute must read for anyone interested in unlocking
the potential to become your best self!”

—Rich Roll, author of Finding Ultra and The Plantpower Way

“Brad Stulberg is one of the most gifted science writers of our times, a master at translating
fascinating findings into concrete strategies. Peak Performance provides actionable
insights from the cutting-edge research on how people excel. This book will be a must-read
for anyone who wants to up their game, transcend their boundaries, and get out of their
comfort zone.”

—Kelly McGonigal, Stanford psychology instructor and author of The Willpower Instinct
and The Upside of Stress

“What do great artists, champion athletes, and brilliant researchers have in common? More
than you’d expect, as Brad Stulberg and Steve Magness reveal in this magnificent silo-
breaking synthesis of the hidden patterns that enable great performance across disciplines.”

—Alex Hutchinson, Runner’s World “Sweat Science” columnist and author of What
Comes First: Cardio or Weights?

“Peak Performance is a must read for anyone hoping to grow and achieve success in any
area of their life. Relatable and readable, it identifies the skills and disciplines successful
people have in common and teaches us what we can do to achieve the success that we
want. I am excited to put what I have learned to use in my running and beyond.”

—Kara Goucher, two-time Olympic marathoner



“Full of inspiration and information, Peak Performance is a must-read for anyone
dedicated to self-optimization. I will be reading and re-reading this book for years to
come.”

—Matt Billingslea, drummer, Taylor Swift Band

“Brad and Steve uncover secrets of the world’s best performers to help us all become more
effective in our own pursuits. Peak Performance is a must read for everyone: from athletes
to artists, and certainly entrepreneurs. Basically, this book is for anyone looking to take

their skills to the next level.”

—Dr. Bob Kocher, partner at Venrock Capital, consulting professor at Stanford School of
Medicine, formerly special assistant to the President of the United States on Health Care

“We all wonder why some people become great successes and others do not. It seems a
mystery. However, Peak Performance presents the science that illuminates the common
practices of game changers, and most importantly, shows us how we can benefit from
applying them in our own lives.”

—David Goss, professor emeritus of mathematics at The Ohio State University

“As I read Peak Performance 1 found myself amazed that there is actually science to back

up what I have found true as I sought to maximize my abilities throughout my professional

running career. The reader is sure to be perplexed by Brad and Steve’s surprising findings

and empowered to make some changes to their competitive mentality so they can achieve
their own peak performance.”

—Ryan Hall, United States half-marathon record holder

“Peak Performance deeply explores the cycle of intense creativity that remains a
mysterious realm even to myself—despite my best efforts to mine it for all it’s worth. I
think it’s clear that Stulberg and Magness are really onto something here.”

—Emil Alzamora, internationally-acclaimed sculptor
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FOREWORD

Is Healthy, Sustainable Peak Performance
Possible?

In the summer of 2003, a precocious 18-year-old sat nervously on a grass
field flanked by eight lanes of a warmup track, awaiting the final call to the
starting line. This wasn’t your ordinary high school track meet, or even a
state championship; this was the Prefontaine Classic, the crown jewel of
track-and-field. A few days earlier, the same 18-year-old was sitting in his
physics class thinking about his high school crush, Amanda. Now, he was
sitting amidst the best runners in the world, wondering how he’d measure
up in the sport’s preeminent event—the mile.

As he watched stars such as Olympic medalist Bernard Lagat execute
their intricate prerace rituals, he tried to distract himself by playing his
Game Boy; he stuck out like a sore thumb. A few long minutes later, when
the athletes were summoned from the warmup area to the starting line, he
was forced to leave the comfort of the video game Super Mario Bros. In a
futile attempt to stay calm while entering the packed Hayward Field,
located on the campus of the University of Oregon—a running mecca if
there ever was one—he kept repeating the mantra, “Don’t look up, don’t
look up.” The top of his head, not his face, was broadcast across the
country, live on NBC. Before he could process that he was lining up next to
Kevin Sullivan, who had placed fifth at the previous Olympics, his name
was suddenly belted out over the loud speaker. Any illusion of calm was
shattered. A wave of anxiety coursed through his body. Whatever little food
was in his stomach rose into his chest. “Shit. Here we go,” he thought, as
the starter raised his gun. “Just don’t puke.”

Four minutes and 1 second later, it was all over. In that short time, he
had become the sixth fastest high school miler in the history of the United
States, the then-fastest high school miler in the country, and the fifth fastest
junior in the world. He had gone toe-to-toe with collegiate superstar Alan
Webb, who had a 3:53 mile to his credit and who would eventually set the
American record of 3:46. He finished within arm’s reach of Olympian



Michael Stember and passed the then—US mile champion Seneca Lassiter,
who promptly dropped out of the race after the high school kid left him in
the dust on the final lap. In other words, he had officially become a teenage
prodigy.

Even so, the disappointment that came with finishing just shy of the
sport’s magical 4-minute mile was evident. When the official results were
announced, the NBC broadcast showed a wiry, completely depleted kid,
hands covering his face. As the initial flood of emotion wore off, however,
he couldn’t help but revel in a bit of hard-earned contentedness. He thought
to himself, “I’m 18 years old and running in the biggest professional meet
in the country; breaking 4 minutes will soon be an afterthought.”

NBC’s color commentators were cooing over the performance of the
high school kid. “You got to say something about a kid who can stay that
disciplined,” they remarked. If only they knew.

Reaching this level of performance demanded more than just talent and
hard work. Ask those who knew him and a single descriptor invariably
came to mind: obsessive. It was the only word that fit. Friends and family
repeated this word so often that it could have easily been dismissed as trite
and cliché. Except it wasn’t.

His days were a monotonous pursuit of excellence. Wake up at 6 a.m.,
head out the door for a 9-mile run, go to school, lift weights, and then run
another 9 miles at 6 p.m. In order to avoid injury and illness, he adhered to
a rigid diet and religiously went to bed hours before his peers. His life was
an exercise in willpower and self-control.

He insisted on sticking to his training plan always, even if that meant
running 100 miles during a week-long cruise vacation—circling the 160-
meter track on the top deck until not fatigue but dizziness stopped him. He
ran through tropical storms, summer heat advisories, and family
emergencies. No natural or human disaster could prevent him from getting a
workout in. One more example of his obsession manifested itself in his love
life, or lack thereof. Apologies are long overdue for the unfortunate
girlfriend with whom he cut things off simply because his racing had gone
south during their courtship, even though she, of course, had nothing to do
with it. His obsession surfaced every weekend when he regularly chose his
10 p.m. bedtime over parties and opportunities to meet girls. In other words,



he was far from your average high school boy, but then again, average high
school boys don’t run 4-minute miles. He had the rage to master: an
unending, unrelenting resolve to do everything he could to reach his goals.
And it was paying off.

He was one of the fastest documented 18-year-olds on the planet and
one of the fastest high school runners in the history of the sport. He
received recruiting letters from nearly every university in the country,
ranging from athletic powerhouses like Oregon to bastions of academic
prowess like Harvard. His dreams were filled with Olympic rings, medals,
and thoughts of conquering the world. And they were all realistic.

A few years later, across the country in Washington, DC, a young man was
preparing for his first day at a new job. He hurried out the door after his
usual morning hygiene routine—brush teeth, shave, shower, get dressed,
and go—a routine he’d condensed into 12 minutes. His morning routine
hadn’t always been such a sprint. But after 2 years of working at the elite
consulting firm McKinsey & Company, he’d applied to his own life the
uncanny efficiency that he’d helped Fortune 500 companies achieve. No
waste. No downtime. Completely streamlined. The sole pitfall of his uber-
efficient mornings was that it caused him to sweat, which was only
exacerbated by a tight-fitting suit and the thick humidity of summer in
Washington, DC.

A single thought dominated the first 10 minutes of his walk to work:
stop sweating. He wasn’t accustomed to the suit, which was a step up in
dress code required by the new job. He’d have to alter his morning routine:
either build in more time or lower the water temperature in the shower.
Maybe both. He was good at this kind of analytical thinking. In the months
prior, he built a model that projected the economic impact of United States
health care reform, a sweeping and messy legislation that would shake up
multiple industries. His model had made its way around the Beltway, and
experts, most of whom were twice his age, agreed it was pretty damn good.
It undoubtedly helped him land his new gig.

When he turned onto Pennsylvania Avenue, however, his thoughts
shifted away from which variable of his morning routine he’d alter first.
“Holy shit,” he thought, “this is awesome,” as he arrived at number 1600,
the White House. There, he’d be working for the prestigious National



Economic Council, helping to advise the president of the United States on
health care.

Like most exceptional performers, this young professional’s journey to the
White House was rooted in a combination of good DNA and hard work. He
scored highly on an early childhood IQ test, but not off the charts: His
verbal intelligence was exceptional, but his mathematical ability and spatial
skills were quite ordinary, if that. He worked his ass off in school, regularly
choosing to immerse himself in philosophy, economics, and psychology
rather than in booze and parties. Though he was good enough to play small-
school collegiate football, he instead chose to attend the University of
Michigan and focus singularly on academics.

His scholarly success attracted recruiters from the prestigious consulting
firm McKinsey & Company. At McKinsey, he quickly earned a reputation
as a top performer. In whatever time remained at the end of his 70-plus-
hour workweeks, he practiced his presentation skills and read the Wall
Street Journal, the Harvard Business Review, and countless economics
books. His friends often joked that he was “anti-fun.” No doubt he was
grinding, but he was enjoying it, too.

His performance at McKinsey soared on an upward trajectory, and he
got staffed on increasingly high-profile projects: It wasn’t long before he
was counseling the CEOs of multibillion-dollar companies. That’s when, in
the winter of 2010, he was asked to build the previously mentioned model
that would forecast the effects of United States health care reform, a
herculean task. Imagine being confronted with 50 variables, all of which
interact with one another and none of which is certain, and then being
asked: “Tell us what is going to happen, and do it on this spreadsheet.”

He dug in and worked harder than ever before. If he wasn’t losing sleep
because he was working, he was losing sleep because he was anxious that
he wasn’t working. His hands and feet constantly felt cold. Doctors told him
it was stress, though they couldn’t be certain; his visits were all conducted
via phone—there was no way he had time for an actual appointment during
normal business hours.

But he got the work done, and the model worked. It was effective and
elegant. Insurance companies and hospitals all over the country used it. As
a matter of fact, it worked so well that the White House called and asked if



he would help them implement the law. He’d be a few reports away from
the president. His friends who once joked he was “anti-fun” now joked that
he might run the country one day. In this fast-paced world of high-stakes
problem solving, he was a rising star. He was a few months shy of his 24th
birthday.

By now you may be wondering: Who are these people, and how can I
emulate their success? But that’s not the story we’re here to tell.

The high school running phenom never ran a step faster than he did that
summer day at the Prefontaine Classic. And the young-gun consultant
didn’t go on to run for office or make partner at an esteemed firm. As a
matter of fact, he left the White House and hasn’t received a promotion
since. Both runner and consultant shined extremely bright, only to see their
performance plateau, their health suffer, and their satisfaction wane.

These stories aren’t unique. They happen everywhere and can happen to
anyone. Including us. We, the authors of this book, are the runner (Steve)
and the consultant (Brad).

We met a couple years after we had both burnt out, and as we shared our
stories over a few beers, we realized they were quite similar. At the time,
we were both beginning our second lives: Steve as a performance scientist
and budding coach of endurance athletes, and Brad as an emerging writer.
Both of us were embarking on new journeys, and we couldn’t help but
wonder: Could we reach the highest levels of performance without
repeating our previous failings?

What started out as a two-person support group morphed into a close
friendship founded upon a shared interest in the science of performance. We
became curious: Is healthy, sustainable peak performance possible? If so,
how? What’s the secret? What, if any, are the principles underlying great
performance? How can people like us—which is to say, just about anyone
—adopt them?

Consumed by these questions, we did what any scientist and journalist
would do. We scoured the literature and spoke with countless great
performers across various capabilities and domains—from mathematicians
to scientists to artists to athletes—in search of answers. And like so many
other reckless ideas conceived over a few glasses of alcohol, this book was
born.



We can’t guarantee that reading this book will set you on a path to
winning Olympic gold, painting the next masterpiece, or breaking ground in
mathematical theory. Genetics play an unfortunately undeniable role in all
of those things. What we can guarantee, however, is that reading this book
will help you nurture your nature so that you can maximize your potential
in a healthy and sustainable way.



INTRODUCTION

Great Expectations

Let’s start with a simple question. Have you ever felt pressure to perform?
If you answered no, perhaps you’ve hacked some meditative, Zen-like
trance. Or maybe you just don’t care much about, well, anything. In either
case, this book probably isn’t for you. But if you answered yes, then you
can consider yourself to be like just about everyone else on the planet. So
read on!

Whether in school, the office, the artist’s studio, or the arena, at some
point most of us have experienced a desire to take our game to the next
level. And that’s a good thing. The process of setting a goal on the outer
boundaries of what we think is possible, and then systematically pursuing it,
is one of the most fulfilling parts about being human. It’s also a good thing
that we want to take our game to the next level because, more than ever, we
have no other choice.

The majority of this book is focused on showing you how to improve
your performance. But first, let’s set the stage by briefly exploring why
doing so is more imperative than ever.

UNPRECEDENTED PRESSURE

The bar for human performance is at an all-time high. New athletic records
are being set weekly. College admissions requirements are at unprecedented
levels. Cutthroat competition is common in nearly every corner of the
global economy. In his book The Coming Jobs War, Jim Clifton writes that
we are on the precipice of “an all-out global war for good jobs.” It would be
one thing if a disgruntled employee was saying this on a ranting blog.
Clifton, however, is anything but that. He is the chairman and CEO of
Gallup, the global research firm that has an international reputation for its
rigorous and scientific approach to polling. Clifton goes on to explain that
recent polling at Gallup unequivocally shows that global competition has
led to a shortage of “good jobs for good people.” As a result, he writes, “An



increasing number of people in the world are miserable, hopeless, suffering,
and becoming dangerously unhappy.”

Clifton paints a scary picture; unfortunately, he’s right. Data shows the
use of antidepressants by Americans has risen by 400 percent in the past
decade and anxiety is at an all-time high. Though these conditions may
have genetic roots, they are most likely also triggered by the environment
we live in, the one that Clifton describes.

To grasp how we arrived at such an environment, we need look no
further than the electronic devices we grasp most of the day. By placing the
entire world within a few taps and swipes, digital technology opens up
access to talent in a big way. Both the number of people available to do a
given job and the places where a given job can be done have increased
dramatically. Dan Schawbel, a human resource expert and author of the
New York Times bestseller Promote Yourself, puts it this way: “This isn’t the
workplace of 10 years ago. There’s a lot of pressure. And it’s competitive in
the sense that anyone in the world could take your job for less money, so
you have to work harder.” And in the workplace of 10 years from now, it
won’t just be other people we need to compete against but also a
superhuman species that never tires and requires little self-care.

COMPETING AGAINST THE MACHINES

The use of computers, robots, and other sources of artificial intelligence is
increasingly exerting pressure on human performance. This often happens
in such subtle ways that we don’t even notice. For example, by using ever
more sophisticated technology to eliminate the need for physical space,
inventory, and a salesforce, companies like Amazon can drive down their
operating costs. This allows them to sell just about anything we might want
at hugely discounted prices. But there is a dark side to such online
megastores: the vast number of jobs they make obsolete. Indeed, the rise of
Amazon marked the fall and eventual bankruptcy of some of their
competition, notably the iconic brick-and-mortar bookstore Borders. At its
peak, Borders employed about 35,000 people. That’s a lot of lost jobs. The
scariest part of this story is that, today, Amazon sells far more than books,
and the company is starting to explore how it can deliver almost everything



not with humans but with mechanical drones. Still happy with your Prime
membership?

It’s not just retail and sales jobs that machines are crowding out. Zeynep
Tufekci, PhD, a professor at the University of North Carolina who studies
the social impacts of technology, writes, “The machines are getting smarter,
and they’re coming for more and more jobs.” Over the past decade,
machines have learned how to process regular spoken language, recognize
human faces and read their expressions, classify personality types, and even
carry out conversations.

Tufekci isn’t alone in her concern about technology’s escalating impact
on humans. Some of the world’s brightest minds agree. Physicist Stephen
Hawking, serial inventor Elon Musk, Google’s director of research Peter
Norvig, and others cosigned an open letter calling for researchers to take
special care in developing new artificial intelligence. Hawking told the
BBC, “The primitive forms of artificial intelligence we already have proved
very useful. But I think the development of full artificial intelligence could
spell the end of the human race.”

This book isn’t about doomsday scenarios in which we find ourselves at
war with machines. But in more ways than one, we are already waging that
war. And in order to keep up with the machines, we will need to up our
game. It’s inevitable.

COMPETING AGAINST EACH OTHER

In 1954, when Sir Roger Bannister became the first ever person to run a
mile in under 4 minutes, many thought it represented the outer limits of
human performance. Shortly after crossing the tape, Bannister remarked,
“Doctors and scientists said that breaking the 4-minute barrier was
impossible, that one would die in the attempt. Thus, when I got up from the
track after collapsing at the finish line, I figured I was dead.”

Today, more than 20 Americans break the 4-minute barrier every year.
When athletes in other countries, including running powerhouses such as
Kenya and Ethiopia, are taken into account, experts speculate hundreds of
people run sub-4 miles annually. Heck, some runners even do training
intervals at this pace. Nuts is the new normal. Just look at the current mile
record—3 minutes and 43 seconds—set by Hicham El Guerrouj in 1999.



Sir Roger wouldn’t even have been on the same straightaway when El
Guerrouj was crossing the finish line.

In nearly all sports in which we compete against a clock, what were
world records a half century ago are now regularly surpassed by high
schoolers. Team sports, too, have become increasingly competitive over
time. In 1947, the average height of a professional basketball player was
about 6 feet 4 inches. Today, that number has grown to 6 feet 7 inches. It’s
not just genetically determined physical traits like height that have
increased but also skills. If you watch game tape from the 1950s, you’ll
notice that even the point guards—the players who specialize in ball
handling—dribbled almost exclusively with their dominant hand. Today,
nearly every player on the court appears to be ambidextrous.

Why and how did this happen? Much like in the traditional economy, in
the economy of sports the emergence of a global talent pool has increased
the number of people “in the game” with ideal genetics for a specific sport
as well as the number of people willing to dedicate themselves to achieving
greatness. Layer on enhanced and more scientific training, nutrition, and
recovery methods, and it becomes easier to comprehend the 16 seconds

separating El Guerrouj and Bannister.!

Increased pressure to perform is ubiquitous across domains. This is a
movement with no end in sight, and if Stephen Hawking is right, we may
only be experiencing the beginnings of it. It should come as no surprise,
then, that people are going to great lengths in search of an edge.

GOING TO GREAT LENGTHS

Have you ever walked into a GNC, Vitamin Shoppe, or any other
supplement vendor? If you have, and if you’re anything like us, you’ve
probably wondered: Who buys all these pills, powders, and shakes? Judging
by the numbers, the answer is, well, just about everyone. Although only a
tiny minority of the developed world’s population has mineral or vitamin
deficiencies that stand to benefit from supplementation, annual revenue in
the global supplement industry regularly exceeds $100 billion.

Even more remarkable are the outlandish claims made by many of the
manufacturers of top-selling supplements and related products. Take, for



instance, a product called neuro Bliss—a drink that promises to reduce
stress and enhance brain and body function. It sells for over $2 a bottle.
While the company’s website says, “In a fast-paced world, neuro drinks
help to level the playing field,” we’ve yet to see any science that backs up
this claim. Yet neuro Bliss continues to be a popular-selling drink. People
are desperate for an edge—any edge—even if there is no science to suggest
that such an “edge” exists. Unfortunately, this kind of desperation is often
the first step down a dangerous path into the world of exploiting controlled
substances for performance enhancement.

It was exam time at a major university and a student whom we’ll call Sara
couldn’t help but notice a trend that was making her a bit more nervous than
usual. More and more of her peers, students she’d be measured against,
were taking Adderall. Intended to treat attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD), or the clinical inability to pay attention and focus,
Adderall combines the stimulants levoamphetamine and
dextroamphetamine, yielding what in essence is a tempered version of the
street drug speed.

Although many experts believe the naturally occurring rate of ADHD is
somewhere in the neighborhood of 5 to 6 percent of the population, data
from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) show that the
diagnosis is being made at twofold rates, or in about 11 percent of
American youth. But from Sara’s perspective, just about everyone on
campus was using Adderall, regardless of whether they had an ADHD
diagnosis or a prescription for the drug.

Why might this be the case? According to WebMD, which is a likely
source for college students who are looking for a layman’s description of a
drug, Adderall “increases the ability to pay attention, concentrate, stay
focused, and stop fidgeting.” Never mind side effects that include loss of
appetite, stomach pain, nausea, headache, insomnia, and hallucinations.
These students, who had no sign of ADHD, were using Adderall like a
steroid for the brain to get a psychological edge. This student drug abuse is
much like athletes who abuse steroids in sports, where drugs initially
intended to treat medical conditions are used illicitly by healthy individuals
to gain a physical edge. Some researchers estimate that 30 percent of
students turn to stimulants like Adderall for nonmedical reasons. Not



surprisingly, Adderall misuse is most common during periods of high stress,
for instance during exams. Countless students report that the drug reduces
fatigue while it increases reading comprehension, interest, cognition, and
memory.

For a recent investigative report, CNN asked student-users about their
experiences with Adderall. The answers sound like an infomercial:

“The fact that it’s illegal doesn’t really cross my mind. It’s not
something that I get nervous about because it’s so widespread and
simple.”

“I just feel very alive and awake and ready for challenges that come my
way.”

“I’m on page 15 of my paper in just a few hours . . . and I’'m very
confident in it.”

No wonder Sara is feeling a bit under the gun. “I won’t use [it] because
I think it’s cheating, but it’s rampant—just rampant,” she says.

It’d be bad enough if the illicit use of drugs in search of an edge were
confined to academic settings, but it seems this trend is becoming
increasingly pervasive in the professional workplace as well. Kimberly
Dennis, MD, is the medical director for a substance-abuse center outside of
Chicago. She says she’s observed a dramatic uptick in the use of drugs like
Adderall in professionals ages 25 to 45, who, just like students, are looking
to gain even the slightest advantage.

One such worker, Elizabeth, told the New York Times, “It is necessary—
necessary for survival of the best and smartest and highest-achieving
people.” During the process of founding an innovative health technology
company, Elizabeth sensed that working hard simply wasn’t enough. She
felt she had to put in more time, and sleep was getting in the way. So she
turned to Adderall. “Friends of mine, people in finance and on Wall Street,
are traders and had to start at five in the morning and be on top of their
games—most of them were taking Adderall. You can’t be the sluggish one .

. it’s like this at most companies I know with driven young people—
there’s a certain expectation of performance.”



Anjan Chatterjee, MD, chief of neurology at Pennsylvania Hospital and
author of The Aesthetic Brain, sees the use of workplace productivity drugs
as the “probable future.” Americans will continue to work longer hours and
take fewer vacations. “Why not add drugs to energize, focus, and limit that
annoying waste of time—sleep?”

Though it may seem like a dire one, Chatterjee’s prediction is not
unique. Another expert who agrees with him is Erik Parens, a behavioral
scientist at the ethics think tank The Hastings Center. He says that the
epidemic of stimulant use in America is simply a symptom of modern life:
on your game 24/7, tethered to your email, needing to perform better today
than you did yesterday. But that doesn’t mean this lifestyle, nor the
stimulant use required to support it, is a good thing. As we’ll soon learn,
drugs or no drugs, performing in this nonstop manner without sufficient rest
is suboptimal at best and dangerous at worse. A culture that pushes people
to break the law and cheat just to stay in the game, let alone get ahead, is
not a good one—mnor is it sustainable.

When Chatterjee and other experts talk about workplace doping, they
often draw analogies to sports—intensely competitive, high-stakes, win-at-
all-costs environments where even the most marginal advantage can
produce huge gains. Unfortunately, if the workplace is truly moving in the
same direction as sports, that’s very bad news for everyone.

BIGGER, FASTER, STRONGER—BUT AT WHAT COST?

Home run records, Tour de France yellow jerseys, and Olympic medals
represent feats of superhuman performance. Unfortunately, many of these
performances have proven to be just that: superhuman. They are illusions
aided by pharmacological resources and medical sophistication that rivals
what you’d find at the best hospitals. Although less than 2 percent of dopers
are caught, research suggests that up to 40 percent of elite athletes use
banned substances to enhance their performance. More than a quarter of the
athletes we watch on TV could be competing dirty.

While it’s easy to think the problem is limited to the upper echelons of
sport, that couldn’t be further from the truth. Doping is alive and well in
collegiate, high school, and amateur athletics. A 2013 survey conducted by
the Partnership for Drug-Free Kids showed that 11 percent of high



schoolers used synthetic human growth hormone (HGH) at least once in the
prior year. Let that sink in. Eleven percent of teenagers are injecting a
chemical rendition of the body’s most powerful hormone straight into their
developing bodies. Perhaps the only thing more disconcerting is that these
high schoolers might be drawing inspiration from their parents.

It’s unfortunate but true. Competitive weekend warriors—middle-age
amateur men and women trying to win their age group in running, cycling,
and triathlon races—have increasingly been caught using performance
enhancing drugs. The problem is so large that the governing bodies of these
sports are implementing drug testing programs even for those who aren’t
racing for a paycheck. David Epstein, a well-respected investigative
reporter who covers doping, dug deep into the world of performance
enhancing drug (PED) use among weekend warriors. What he found isn’t
pretty: He says that some $120 billion are attributed to “anti-aging,” much
of which is the peddling of steroids to middle-age men. This market is only
destined to grow as baby boomers, with their disposable incomes and desire
to stay young and competitive, grow older. Epstein sums up the situation in
the report’s title: “Everyone’s Juicing.”

The consequences of this performance-at-any-cost culture cannot be
overstated. Unbelievable performances, the type that once lifted individuals
to stardom, are now literally unbelievable. Whenever anyone does
something great, be it on campus, at the workplace, or on the playing field,
we are forced to question their integrity. As Michael Joyner, MD, an expert
on human performance at the Mayo Clinic, says, “We live in a world where
all exceptional performances are suspect.” However sad this state of affairs
may be on a cultural level, it’s perhaps even worse on an individual one.
This is especially the case for those who, like the student Sara, choose to
compete clean and not to sacrifice their health and morality. As a result,
people like Sara are forced to raise their game to an illusory bar. Far too
often, the outcome is a bad one.

BURNOUT

A 2014 survey of over 2,500 companies in 90 countries worldwide found
that a pressing challenge for most modern employers is “the overwhelmed



employee.” Workers, perhaps fearful that they must always be “on” because
someone else will be, check their cell phones almost 150 times per day. And
when they swipe to the right on their devices, what they find is an utterly
overwhelming amount of information. One study found that more than half
of white-collar workers believe they’ve reached a breaking point: They
simply can’t handle any more information, and they report feeling
demoralized as a result.

Even so, regardless of how futile our efforts might be, we feel
compelled to keep up. This urge is especially common among Americans.
Only a third of American workers say they take a proper lunch break (i.e.,
leave their desks). The other 66 percent opt to eat while working, or not at
all. It’s not just lunch that Americans are working through, but dinner,
nights, and weekends, too. In an aptly titled paper, “Americans Work Too
Long (And Too Often at Strange Times),” economists Daniel Hamermesh
and Elena Stancanelli found that 27 percent of Americans regularly work
between 10 p.m. and 6 a.m., and 29 percent of Americans do at least some
work on the weekends.

It would be one thing if we were making up for our workaholic
tendencies by taking elongated breaks to recharge and rejuvenate. But that’s
not the case. On average, American workers leave 5 vacation days unused
at the end of each and every year. When you add all of this up, as Gallup
did in 2014, you find that the typical American workweek is 47 hours, not
40. In other words, American workers are grinding away for almost an
entire extra day each and every week. Against this backdrop, it’s by no
means shocking that 53 percent of American workers report feeling burnt
out.

Nonstop, frenetic work won’t just leave us feeling completely depleted;
it’s also bad for our health. One extreme case is that of 21-year-old Moritz
Erhardt, an intern at Bank of America Merrill Lynch who, after working 72
hours straight, was found dead in his shower. According to an autopsy, he
died of an epileptic seizure that might have been triggered by fatigue.
Shortly after Erhardt’s tragic death, Goldman Sachs, another preeminent
investment house, put a restriction on the number of hours interns could
work in a day: 17.

Less extreme than Erhardt’s awful story, but far more common, are
cases where unsustainable workloads and constant tension contribute to
anxiety, depression, insomnia, obesity, infertility, blood disorders,



cardiovascular disease, and a host of other biophysical consequences that
are detrimental to both our quality and quantity of life. The irony is that
burnout isn’t just common in the corporate world but also in fields that exist
to educate people on health and to help them achieve it. Studies have found
that over 57 percent of medical residents and up to 46 percent of bona fide
physicians meet the criteria for burnout. Other research shows that over 30
percent of teachers suffer from burnout as well.

The seemingly imprisoned 9-to-5 worker might envy the flexibility and
freedom of an artist or writer, but it turns out flexibility and freedom are not
the cure-alls to burnout that we imagine them to be. Nearly every artist has
struggled with creative burnout at some point in their career. Burnout is
common in artists because their passion serves as both a gift and a curse. A
gift, because, as Plato remarked in the 4th century BCE, passion is “the
channel by which we receive the greatest blessings,” fueling original,
imaginative, and inspired work. But left unchecked, passion can drive
artists to work themselves into the ground.

Obsession, perfectionism, hypersensitivity, the need for control, and
high expectations are common traits in great artists, and they are all linked
to creative burnout. Add to this the pressure of making a living as an artist,
harsh criticisms, social comparison, and the solitary nature of creative work,
and it becomes easier to understand why so many artists suffer from
burnout, or worse. Research shows that people who work in creative fields
are especially susceptible to anxiety, depression, alcoholism, and suicide.

Another pursuit in which passion and pressure commonly collide is
athletics, where burnout is one of the main reasons why everyone—from
kids to weekend warriors to professional athletes—quits playing sports. So
frequently do athletes push themselves too hard without taking a break that
there is even a medical term for it: overtraining syndrome. In overtraining
syndrome, the central nervous system is thrown out of whack, yielding a
cascade of negative biological effects. Ultimately, overtraining syndrome
results in deep fatigue, illness, injury, and performance decline. It’s the
body’s way of saying “I’m done—absolutely no more.” A forced shutdown
of sorts.

Overtraining syndrome sounds like something to avoid at all costs,
especially if you make a living with your body. Yet over 60 percent of elite



runners say they’ve been over-trained at some point in their careers.
Somewhat surprisingly, it’s not just elite athletes who succumb to the
temptation to do more when their bodies are telling them to do less: Thirty
to 40 percent of high school and amateur athletes have suffered from
overtraining at least once in their sporting careers.

By now it should be clear that pressure to perform comes from all
directions. As a result, more and more people are working themselves
beyond the point of diminishing returns. Some are even turning to
performance enhancing drugs, risking their health and reputation while
breaking ethical and legal codes. Is this really the new requirement for
success in today’s society? There’s got to be a better way.

It turns out, there is. The rest of this book is dedicated to exploring it.

A BETTER WAY

Over the past few years, we’ve had the privilege of delving deep into the
practices of top performers across a wide range of capabilities and domains.
We’ve studied, interviewed, observed, and in some cases worked with
individuals who are not only at the top of their game, but who are also at the
top of the game. In doing so, we couldn’t help but notice striking
similarities in how these great performers approach their work. It turns out
that whether someone is trying to qualify for the Olympics, break ground in
mathematical theory, or craft an artistic masterpiece, many of the principles
underlying healthy, sustainable success are the same.

These principles—each time-tested, safe, ethical, and legal—have been
used by great performers for centuries. Only now, however, is fascinating
new science revealing why and how these performance principles work.
This understanding makes them accessible to everyone. The rest of this
book is dedicated to examining these principles inside and out, merging
story with science to leave you, the reader, with concrete, evidence-based,
and practical takeaways to help you improve your game.

Our journey into understanding the science and art of performance
requires us to make links between traditionally siloed domains. It is through
these overlooked connections that powerful performance insights emerge.
In the words of Eric Weiner, author and innovation expert, breakthroughs



occur when “people realize the arbitrary nature of their own [field] and
open their minds to, in effect, the possibility of possibility. Once you realize
there is another way of doing X, or thinking about Y, then all sorts of new
channels open up to you.” With that in mind, throughout this book we’ll
uncover what an artist can learn from an athlete, what an intellectual can
learn from an artist, and what an athlete can learn from an intellectual.

We’ll show you how strengthening your ability to solve complex
cognitive problems is similar to strengthening your ability to lift weights—
that the world’s best thinkers and the world’s best powerlifters follow the
same processes to elicit growth. We’ll investigate the influence of routine
and environment, and explain how and why the pregame warmups of all-
star athletes, artists, and public speakers are so alike and so effective. We’ll
even discuss fashion, and use science to explain why the geniuses of
yesterday, such as Albert Einstein, and the geniuses of today, such as Mark
Zuckerberg, don’t care much about it. We’ll explore why after they achieve
breakthroughs—be it painting a masterpiece, penning an award-winning
novel, or setting a world record in sport—so many great performers often
thank and attribute their success to forces beyond themselves: be it family,
God, or some other transcendent power.

If we’ve done our job well, by the time you finish reading this book,
you’ll thoroughly understand:

The scientific cycle behind growth and development
How to prime for peak performance and daily productivity

The power of purpose as a performance enhancer

Far more important, though, you’ll be able to use these concepts in your
own pursuits, whatever those pursuits may be. To help you in doing so,
throughout the book you’ll find brief sections titled “Performance
Practices.” These sections are meant to hammer home key points and help
you reflect on how you can apply them to your own life.

1 We'd be remiss not to mention doping, or the illegal use of performance enhancing
drugs. Unfortunately, doping has played an undeniable role in far too many record
performances, something we explore in much more detail in this book. Still, the general
uptick in performance across all of athletics is far too great to be attributed solely to
doping.



SECTION 1



THE GROWTH EQUATION
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THE SECRET TO SUSTAINABLE
SUCCESS

Think for a moment about what it takes to make muscles, such as your
biceps, stronger. If you try lifting weights that are too heavy, you probably
won’t make it past one repetition. And even if you do, you’re liable to hurt
yourself along the way. Lift too light a weight, on the other hand, and you
won’t see much, if any, result; your biceps simply won’t grow. You’ve got
to find the Goldilocks weight: an amount you can barely manage, that will
leave you exhausted and fatigued—but not injured—by the time you’ve
finished your workout. Yet discovering such an ideal weight is only half the
battle. If you lift every day, multiple times a day, without much rest in
between, you’re almost certainly going to burn out. But if you hardly ever
make it to the gym and fail to regularly push your limits, you’re not going
to get much stronger, either. The key to strengthening your biceps—and, as
we’ll learn, any muscle, be it physical, cognitive, or emotional—is
balancing the right amount of stress with the right amount of rest. Stress +
rest = growth. This equation holds true regardless of what it is that you are
trying to grow.

PERIODIZATION

In the world of exercise science, this cycle of stress and rest is often
referred to as periodization. Stress—and by this we don’t mean fighting
with your partner or your boss, but rather, some sort of stimulus, such as
lifting a heavy weight—challenges the body, in some cases pushing it close
to failure. This process is usually followed by a slight dip in function; just



think about how useless your arms are after a hard weight-lifting session.
But if after the stressful period you give your body time to rest and recover,
it adapts and becomes stronger, allowing you to push a little harder in the
future. Over time, the cycle looks like this:

1. Isolate the muscle or capability you want to grow
2. Stress it

3. Rest and recover, allowing for adaptation to occur
4.

Repeat—this time stressing the muscle or capability a bit more than
you did the last time

World-class athletes are masters at this cycle. On a micro level, their
training alternates between hard days (e.g., intervals until the brink of
muscle failure and total exhaustion) and easy days (e.g., jogging at a
pedestrian pace). The best athletes also prioritize recovery, time on the
couch and in bed, just as much as they prioritize time on the track or in the
gym. On a more macro level, great athletes often follow a hard month of
training with an easy week. They intentionally design their seasons to
include only a few peak events that are followed by periods of physical and
psychological restoration. The days, weeks, months, years, and entire
careers of master athletes represent a continual ebb and flow between stress
and rest. Those who can’t figure out the right balance either get hurt or burn
out (too much stress, not enough rest) or become complacent and plateau
(not enough stress, too much rest). Those who can figure out the right
balance, however, become life-long champions.

SUSTAINABLE PERFORMANCE

When Deena Kastor graduated from the University of Arkansas in 1996,
she was a good collegiate runner who had never quite pulled off a major
victory. She received multiple All-American awards and stood atop many
podiums, but the collegiate national championship was always just a touch
—a few seconds, to be precise—out of reach. This didn’t deter Kastor from
going all-in on running. Upon graduation, she connected with the legendary
coach Joe Vigil and followed him to the oxygen-deprived air of Alamosa,



Colorado, and ultimately to Mammoth Lakes, California. There, training at
9,000 feet above sea level, Kastor went to work on reaching a level far
beyond what her collegiate success could have predicted.

Glimpse into Kastor’s training diary during her prime and one word
comes to mind: extraordinary. A 24-mile-long run at 7,000 feet altitude;
mile repeats at speeds that for most people would be equivalent to an all-out
100-yard dash; and her favorite, 4 by 2 miles at a lung-searing 5-minute-
mile pace, all on the highest path in Mammoth Lakes. These heroic
workouts make up only a small portion of Kastor’s total running. At the end
of each week, in the bottom right corner of her training journal, she circled
“total miles run.” This number almost always read between 110 and 140.
While this may seem extraordinary, to Kastor it was all very ordinary. As a
result, she reached the highest levels of athletic success.

Deena Kastor is hands-down the name most associated with American
women’s running, and for good reason. She’s won an Olympic bronze
medal in the marathon, and has earned distinction in many major national
races. She holds the American marathon record, having covered the 26.2
miles in just 2 hours and 19 minutes, or at a pace of 5 minutes and 20
seconds per mile. Just think about running one mile that fast, and then
imagine doing it 26 times in a row. Perhaps even harder to comprehend is
the 2 hour and 27 minute marathon (5 minute and 40 second mile pace) she
ran at age 42. That’s right, Kastor is still running insanely fast well into
what should be the twilight of her endurance sports career. And although
she may lose an occasional race to someone 10 to 20 years her junior, she’s
consistently at the front of the pack, racing against, and often beating,
women young enough to be her daughters.

Ask Kastor how she’s been able to sustain this level of performance and
you’ll get a lesson in periodization. While Kastor’s quick to mention the
hard work she puts in, she’s equally as quick to mention the rest that
follows. “The leaps and bounds I’ve made over the last several years have
come from outside the training environment and how I choose to recover,”
she told Competitor magazine in 2009. “During a workout you’re breaking
down soft tissue and really stressing your body. How you treat yourself in
between workouts is where you make gains and acquire the strength to
attack the next one.”

Kastor says she realized early on that simply working hard wouldn’t do.
She’s even called her workouts the easy part. What sets her apart, the magic



that has allowed her to run so fast and so far for the past 25 years, is how
she recovers: the 10 to 12 hours of sleep she gets each night; her meticulous
approach to diet; her weekly massage and stretching sessions. In other
words, it’s all the things she does when she isn’t training that allows her to
do what she does when she is. Stress demands rest, and rest supports stress.
Kastor has mastered the inputs, and understands how much stress she can
tolerate and how much rest she requires. Thus, the output—a lifetime of
growth and excellence—isn’t all that surprising.

ALL THE BEST FOLLOW STRESS AND REST

Kastor is certainly unique, but her story is echoed by the research of
Stephen Seiler. In 1996, shortly after earning his PhD in physiology in the
United States, Seiler relocated to Norway. When he first arrived, he noticed
something that befuddled him: During cross-training runs, world-class
cross-country skiers were stopping before hills and then slowly walking up.
Seiler didn’t understand. Why were some of the best endurance athletes on
the planet training so easily?

Seiler tracked down Norway’s national cross-country ski coach, Inge
Braten, the man behind the training of legends such as eight-time Gold
medalist Bjgrn Deahlie. He asked Braten if he was imagining athletes
slowly walking up hills in their training, and if not, could Braten please
explain what was going on. Braten simply told Seiler that the skiers he saw
walking had recently trained hard, so now they must train easy.

Upon hearing this, Seiler’s mind flashed back to a paper he’d read that
claimed Kenyan runners spent a majority of their training time running at a
snail’s pace. When he revisited the research, Seiler also saw it mentioned
that the Kenyans alternated between very hard days and very easy days. At
that moment, it struck Seiler that the best summer athletes in the world and
the best winter athletes in the world appeared to be training quite similarly.
As any good scientist would, he set out to test his hypothesis.

Seiler tracked the training of elite athletes across a variety of endurance
sports including running, skiing, swimming, and cycling. He found that,
irrespective of sport or nationality, their training followed roughly the same
distribution. The best athletes in the world weren’t adhering to a “no pain,
no gain” model, nor were they doing fitness-magazine popularized high-



intensity interval training (HIIT) or random “workouts of the day.” Rather,
they were systematically alternating between bouts of very intense work
and periods of easy training and recovery, even if that meant walking up
hills. The ongoing progression and development of elite competitors, Seiler
found, was an exercise in stress and rest.

INTELLECTUAL AND CREATIVE DEVELOPMENT

Around the same time that Seiler was exploring commonalities among the
top endurance athletes in the world, another researcher was exploring
commonalities among the top creative and intellectual performers in the
world. This researcher was Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (pronounced chick-
sent-mi-hi), PhD, a pioneer in the field of positive psychology known for
his ideas on happiness, meaning, and optimal performance. If you’ve ever
heard of the term “flow”—or a state of being fully absorbed in an activity
with laserlike focus, completely in the zone—that’s Csikszentmihalyi’s
work.

Less known than his work on flow, but equally insightful, is
Csikszentmihalyi’s study of creativity. Over the course of 50 years, he
conducted hundreds of interviews with field-altering geniuses from diverse
domains. He spoke with groundbreaking inventors, innovative artists, Nobel
Prize—winning scientists, and Pulitzer Prize—winning writers. Just as Seiler
found that world-class endurance athletes migrate toward a similar style of
work, Csikszentmihalyi found that the same held true for creative geniuses:
the brightest minds spend their time either pursuing an activity with
ferocious intensity, or engaging in complete restoration and recovery. This
approach, Csikszentmihalyi discovered, not only prevents creative burnout
and cognitive fatigue, but it also fosters breakthrough ideas and discoveries
(we’ll explore why this happens in more detail in Chapter 4).
Csikszentmihalyi documented a common process across almost all great
intellectual and creative performers, regardless of their field:

1. Immersion: total engagement in their work with deep, unremitting
focus

2. Incubation: a period of rest and recovery when they are not at all
thinking about their work
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3. Insight: the occurrence of “aha” or “eureka” moments—the
emergence of new ideas and growth in their thinking

Look familiar? The manner in which great intellectual and creative
performers continually grow their minds mirrors the manner in which great
physical performers continually grow their bodies. Perhaps this is because
our muscles and minds are more alike than we might think. Just as our
muscles deplete and run out of energy, as we’re about to see, our minds do,
too.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Alternate between cycles of stress and rest in your most important pursuits.
Insert short breaks throughout your work over the course of a day.

Strategically time your “off-days,” long weekends, and vacations to follow periods of
heavy stress.

Determine when your work regularly starts to suffer. When you find that point, insert a
recovery break just prior to it.

MIND AS A MUSCLE

In the mid-1990s, Roy Baumeister, PhD, a social psychologist who at the
time was teaching at Case Western Reserve University, revolutionized how
we think about the mind and its capacity. Baumeister wanted to get to the
bottom of common-day struggles such as why we feel mentally “tired” after
toiling away at a complex problem. Or when we are on a diet, why we are
more likely to crack at night after diligently resisting unhealthy food all day.
In other words, Baumeister was interested in understanding how and why
our intellectual power and our willpower run out of gas.

When Baumeister set out to solve this problem, he didn’t need the latest
and greatest brain-imaging technology. All he needed were some cookies
and radishes.

In an elegantly designed experiment, Baumeister and his colleagues had
67 adults file into a room that smelled like chocolate chip cookies. After the
participants had taken their seats, freshly baked cookies were brought into
the room. No sooner than everyone’s salivary glands began working, things
got interesting. While half the study participants were allowed to eat the
cookies, the other half were prohibited from doing so. Adding insult to
injury, the non-cookie-eaters were given radishes and told they could eat
them instead.

As you might imagine, the cookie-eaters had no problem with the first
part of the experiment. Like most people in their situation, they enjoyed
indulging. The radish-eaters, on the other hand, struggled mightily. “The
[radish-eaters] exhibited clear interest in the cookies, to the point of looking



lovingly at the display and in a few cases even picking up the cookies to
sniff them,” writes Baumeister. Resisting the cookies was no easy task.

This doesn’t seem groundbreaking. Who wouldn’t struggle to resist
delicious desserts? But things got even more interesting in the second part
of the experiment, during which the radish-eaters’ struggles continued.
After both groups finished eating, all participants were asked to solve a
seemingly solvable, but actually unsolvable, problem. (Yes, this was a cruel
experiment, especially for those stuck with the radishes.) The radish-eaters
lasted a little over 8 minutes and gave the problem 19 attempts. The cookie-
eaters, on the other hand, persisted for over 20 minutes and attempted to
solve the problem 33 times. Why the stark difference? Because the radish-
eaters had depleted their mental muscle by resisting the cookies, whereas
the cookie-eaters had a full tank of psychological gas and thus exerted far
more effort in trying to solve the problem.

Baumeister went on to repeat several variations of this study, and he
observed the same result every time. Participants who were forced to flex
their mental muscle—be it to resist temptation, solve a hard puzzle, or make
tough decisions—performed worse on a subsequent task that also required
mental energy as compared to participants in a control group who had an
easy first task, like eating fresh cookies.

RESISTING COOKIES IS A DANGEROUS GAME

It seems we have a single reservoir of brainpower for all acts of cognition
and self-control, even those that are unrelated. When people are asked to
suppress their emotions when under duress—for example, not showing
frustration or sadness while watching a tragic film—they subsequently
struggle on a wide range of unrelated tasks, such as resisting tempting foods
or storing items in working memory. The phenomenon doesn’t stop there.
Even physical challenges (e.g., performing a wall sit) can be impaired by
exerting your mental muscle beforehand. Research shows that even if their
bodies are fresh, the physical performance of people who are mentally
fatigued suffers. Put differently, the boundaries between mental and
physical fatigue are not nearly as defined as we think.

In a study cleverly titled “Hungry for Love: The Influence of Self-
Regulation on Infidelity,” 32 college students in exclusive relationships



interacted via chat room with a confederate (i.e., a researcher playing along)
of the opposite sex. Prior to this chat, half the study participants were forced
to resist eating a tempting food, while the other half could eat to their
hearts’ desire. As you might expect, those who were forced to resist the
tempting food were more likely to give their phone number to, and even
accept a coffee date with, the confederate. The study authors concluded,
“Weakened self-control may be one potential cause for the levels of
infidelity occurring in romantic relationships today.” You may want to think
twice before encouraging your significant other to go on a diet. (But you
probably already knew that.)

A LOOK INSIDE YOUR TIRED BRAIN

More recently, researchers have started studying the notion of a mental
muscle with fancy imaging technology instead of just cookies and radishes.
What they are finding is quite intriguing. They put people with depleted
mental muscles in an fMRI machine (a technology that lets researchers look
at activity inside the brain) and discovered the brain of a tired person acts in
a peculiar way. When shown a tempting image, such as a juicy
cheeseburger, or asked to solve a hard problem, activity in parts of the brain
associated with emotional response (the amygdala and orbitofrontal cortex)
supersede activity in the part of the brain tasked with thoughtful, rational
thinking (the prefrontal cortex). Other experiments show that after someone
is forced to exert self-control, activity in the prefrontal cortex diminishes
altogether. It’s no wonder that when we are mentally drained we struggle
with complex problems and self-control, opting for cartoons and cookies
instead.

Much like how after you’ve lifted weights to the point of fatigue your
arms won’t function very well, after you’ve used your mind to the point of

The good news is that just like the body, by stressing and allowing the
mind to recover it also becomes stronger. Scientists have discovered that the
more we resist temptation, think deeply, or focus intensely, the better we
become at doing so. A new line of research contests that willpower in
particular is not as limited as scientists once thought, and suggests that by
successfully completing smaller productive changes we can build the
strength to complete larger ones in the future. Either way, whether it is the



result of willpower, ego-depletion, or some other mechanism, we cannot
continuously use our mind (at least not effectively) without at some point
experiencing fatigue. And we cannot take on more sizeable psychological
challenges without first building strength through smaller ones. All of this
takes us back to where we started: stress + rest = growth.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Remember that “stress is stress”: fatigue on one task spills over into the next, even if
the two are completely unrelated.

Only take on a few challenges at once. Otherwise you'll literally run out of energy.

Tweak your environment to support your goals. This is especially important at times
when you know you’ll be depleted. It's incredible how much our surroundings impact
our behavior, especially when we are fatigued. fatigue—be it to resist temptation,
make tough decisions, or work on challenging cognitive tasks—it, too, won't function
very well. This fatigue might lead you to eat cookies, give up on solving a tough
intellectual problem, or even prematurely give in during physical challenges. In the
worst case, you might even cheat on your significant other.

THE RHYTHM OF STRESS AND REST

Over the next four chapters, we’ll explore each component (stress and rest)
of the growth equation in great detail. You’ll learn the best ways to stress
and rest both your physical and psychological muscles so that you can
optimize your performance over the course of a day, month, year, and
lifetime. But before we go there, to reinforce the universal truth about the
power of cycling between stress and rest, we’ll leave you with the
remarkable story of someone who harnessed it to achieve excellence with
both his mind and his body.

Josh Waitzkin first discovered chess in New York City’s Washington
Square Park when he was 6 years old. He set out to the park intent on
playing on the monkey bars but when he arrived, Waitzkin was captivated
by the fast-paced games of chess being played by adults across the way.
The checkered board and the pieces that moved across it were a miniature
world that Waitzkin would soon throw himself into and, eventually, master.

Waitzkin’s mastery of chess didn’t happen overnight, but close to it.
While at first the young kid was nothing more than a novelty to the much-
older regulars, it wasn’t long before he was beating them. By age 8,
Waitzkin was a dominant force, regularly defeating players five times his
age. Anyone who bore witness to the Josh Waitzkin show couldn’t help but
notice his talent and passion for the game. Word spread quickly and it



wasn’t long before some of the world’s finest chess masters were lining up
to coach and mentor him.

From age 9 onward, Waitzkin took the US junior chess scene by storm,
winning multiple national championships. At age 13, he became a National
Master, one of the youngest ever chess players to earn the prestigious title.
By the time he turned 16, Waitzkin had become an International Master.
That same year, he was crowned US junior co-champion, an especially
impressive feat given the division includes players up to age 21. The
following year, he won the same championship outright.

Around the same time, Paramount Pictures released the hit film
Searching for Bobby Fischer, which chronicled Waitzkin’s rise to the top of
chess. The movie illuminated what happens when deep talent meets deep
passion and hard, smart work. It’s a good thing Waitzkin wasn’t so intent on
the monkey bars in Washington Square Park, otherwise he might never have
become an international superstar for his achievements in chess.

Just a few years later, however, when he was in his early 20s, like so
many other young adults, Waitzkin’s interests shifted. He became absorbed
in meditation and Eastern philosophy. These new interests eventually led
him to the Chinese martial art tai chi. Although he was drawn to the sport
and immersed himself in it for its own sake, he was also happy to be out of
the spotlight that accompanied his stardom in chess. That reprieve wouldn’t
last long.

Much like in chess, it wasn’t long before Waitzkin had ascended to the
top of the martial arts world. For the second time in his life, word spread
quickly about the young man with great talent and passion. He drew interest
and eventual coaching and mentorship from the best tai chi teachers in the
world. He won numerous national championships in just his first few years
in the sport. Before he had reached 30, Waitzkin was a world champion in
fixed step push hands and moving step push hands, the primary competitive
iterations of tai chi.

No doubt about it, Waitzkin has natural talent; we’d be foolish to
discount the role of genetics in his accomplishments. But it’s hard to believe
that he simply has the best DNA for everything. As he laid out in his
wonderful book, The Art of Learning, it’s how he cultivated that talent and
his competitive drive—how he nurtured his nature—that propelled him to
the top of seemingly disparate domains. Waitzkin attributes much of his
success in both chess and tai chi to alternating between stress and rest:



There was more than one occasion that I got up from the board
four or five hours into a hugely tense chess game, walked outside
the playing hall and sprinted fifty yards or up six flights of stairs.
Then I’d walk back, wash my face, and be completely renewed. To
this day, virtually every element of my physical training also
revolves around one form or another of stress and recovery . . . If
you are interested in really improving as a performer, I would
suggest incorporating the rhythm of stress and recovery into all
aspects of your life.
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RETHINKING STRESS

In 1934, in McGill University’s biochemistry department, a 28-year-old
endocrinologist and assistant professor of medicine was attempting to
discover a new hormone. His name was Hans Selye and he had every
reason to believe he was making progress. When he injected rats with
ovarian extract, hoping to elicit changes that could only be explained by an
undiscovered sex hormone, the rats experienced a unique physiological
response. Their adrenal cortexes became enlarged and their immune
systems were activated. The more extract he injected, the greater the
response. Selye was certain that a new sex hormone was triggering these
physiological changes. He was elated. “At the age of 28, I already seemed
to be on the track of a new hormone,” he wrote in his journal.

Unfortunately for Selye, his enthusiasm wilted when he observed the
same response after injecting rats with completely different fluids that had
nothing to do with the reproductive system. Even a simple saline solution
triggered the same response. His elation turned into heartbreak: “All my
dreams of discovering a new hormone were shattered. All of the time and
all the materials that went into this long study were wasted. I became so
depressed that for a few days I could not do any work at all. I just sat in the
laboratory, brooding.” Though he didn’t know it at the time, Selye’s
insistent brooding would turn out to be a blessing in disguise.

As Selye continued to ruminate upon his experiments, eventually it
occurred to him that perhaps he should evaluate what he had witnessed
from a different angle entirely: Maybe the liquid in the injection wasn’t
causing the response. Maybe the cause was the trauma of the injection
itself. With that thought in mind, Selye emerged quickly from his rut and
went about systematically traumatizing rats. He injected them, shocked



them, operated on them, and everything in between. With each new act of
trauma, he observed the same response: The rats’ adrenal and immune
systems became active. The rats weren’t readying themselves for sex. They
were readying themselves for a fight.

While Selye’s dreams of discovering a new hormone were dashed, his
consolation prize was a big one. He unknowingly stumbled upon a concept
that would become one of the foremost concerns in modern society: stress.
By doing something—anything, really—that shocked or caused pain and
discomfort in the rats, he could trigger an innate stress response that we
now know is shared by just about every living organism.

THE DOSE MAKES THE POISON

Selye and those who would build upon his work started stressing humans
and observed the same phenomenon that they saw in rats. But they also
noticed something else. Over time, humans and rats alike seemed to adapt
to each unique stressor, building up increased resistance. Certain stressors
could even produce desirable effects, strengthening the specific part of the
body that was under duress. They learned that stress isn’t just harmful; it
can also serve as a stimulus for growth and adaptation.

We now know our adaptive stress response is rooted in molecules called
inflammatory proteins and a hormone called cortisol. Inflammatory proteins
and cortisol are activated by stress and serve as biological messengers,
telling the body, “We’re not strong enough to withstand this attack!” As a
result, the body marshals an army of biochemical building blocks and
directs them to the area under stress, making the body stronger and more
resilient. This is the body’s incredible, preprogrammed way of better
preparing itself to face future threats.

As we mentioned earlier, strengthening a muscle, such as your bicep, is
a wonderful example of how stress works in a positive way. Lifting a heavy
weight to the point of exhaustion causes micro-tears in the muscle’s tissue
and triggers the stress response. The body becomes aware that it’s currently
not strong enough to tolerate the stress it is under. Consequently, once we
cease lifting weights, the body transitions into something called an anabolic
state, in which the muscle is built up so it can withstand more stress in the
future. This same process unfolds after just about any hard physical effort—



from lifting weights to running to rowing to a challenging CrossFit
workout.

If the amount of stress is too large or lasts too long, however, the body
fails to adapt. It actually does the opposite of growing stronger: it
deteriorates. Selye called this the “exhaustion stage.” Today, many refer to
the exhaustion stage as being under “chronic stress.” The body rebels and
enters something called a catabolic process, or a state of persistent
breakdown. Rather than signaling for repair and then subsiding, elevated
inflammation and cortisol linger at toxic levels. The adrenal system,
constantly on guard, becomes overworked and fatigued. This is why it’s not
at all surprising that chronic stress contributes to myriad health problems;
the body as a whole can withstand only so much tension before it breaks.

Put all this together, and a paradox emerges. Stress can be positive,
triggering desirable adaptations in the body; or stress can be negative,
causing grave damage and harm. The effects of stress depend almost
entirely on the dose. And when applied in the right dose, stress does more
than stimulate physiological adaptations. It stimulates psychological ones,
too.

SKILLS COME FROM STRUGGLE

In reflecting upon his development as an elite performer, Josh Waitzkin, the
international chess prodigy turned martial arts world champion who was
profiled at the end of Chapter 1, had an interesting insight: Growth comes at
the point of resistance; we learn by pushing ourselves to the outer reaches
of our abilities.

Although it sounds like Waitzkin is referring to a grueling martial arts
workout, that’s not the case. Waitzkin is referring to his process for
mastering chess. Well before he even knew what tai chi was, during his
chess practices Waitzkin was stressing his mind to the point of complete
exhaustion. While there are countless books about applying athletic training
to nonathletic pursuits, Waitzkin did the opposite. He took the training
philosophy that turned him into a world champion in chess and used it to
become a world champion in martial arts. Even when he was training only
his mind, meticulously studying chess patterns and the deep structure
underlying them, Waitzkin had to stress himself. In order to elicit growth,



he had to push at the point of resistance. Although Waitzkin’s insight
occurred over 20 years ago, the latest science on learning is beginning to
uncover why his method works.

The frustrations of teachers at a public high school in Oakland County,
Michigan, are similar to those of teachers all over the country: oversized
classes; digital device distractions; and, of course, not enough resources.
But more than anything, the teachers are frustrated with the “Common
Core,” a standardized national curriculum to which they have been required
to adhere. However well-intentioned the Common Core may be (it aims to
ensure a national baseline of education at each grade level), its result in
Oakland County has not been a good one. On a recent visit, we heard the

following:!

“I get where [the federal government] is coming from in wanting some
standards in education, but the result is a cookie-cutter approach to
teaching. It forces us to teach to the curriculum instead of teaching to
the students.” (Eleventh-grade science teacher)

“It zaps the creativity right out of the classroom because it forces us to
teach to certain tests.” (Ninth-grade English teacher)

“It’s awful. It forces us to spoon-feed students. It’s especially bad for the
brightest kids since we don’t have the freedom to push them. All the
teaching happens inside a box.” (Tenth-grade economics teacher)

These complaints have merit. Drilling specific, testable facts in
preparation for rigid, standardized tests doesn’t promote learning. Rather,
science shows that learning demands open-ended exploration that allows
students to reach beyond their individual limits. In a series of studies
involving middle school and high school math classes, students who were
forced to struggle on complex problems before receiving help from teachers
outperformed students who received immediate assistance. The authors of
these studies summarized their findings in a simple yet elegant statement:
Skills come from struggle.

Another study, titled “Why Do Only Some Events Cause Learning
During Human Tutoring?”, found the answer was straightforward: because
most tutors swoop in with answers and support far too early. In surveying



different university-level physics tutoring systems, the researchers
discovered that “regardless of the tutorial explanations employed, when
students were not at an impasse, learning was uncommon.” The most
effective tutoring systems, on the other hand, all shared one thing: They
delayed instruction until students reached the point of failure. Growth
comes at the point of resistance. Skills come from struggle.

The same theme holds true in athletics. Whether it’s a runner trying to
get faster, a basketball player working on a new move, or a big-wave surfer
attempting to master a challenging ride, the greatest gains often follow
immense struggle and discomfort.

Nic Lamb is one of the best big-wave surfers in the world. He rides
waves that are as tall as four-story buildings. Though his performances on
the water seem magical, they are grounded in a meticulous approach to
training and a bulletproof mindset that he cultivates day in and day out.
When Brad interviewed Lamb for Outside magazine, he was especially
interested to learn how Lamb prepares himself to face the strongest swells.
Lamb’s secret lies in making himself uncomfortable. “During training, I
seek out and try to ride waves that scare me,” Lamb said. “It’s only when
you step outside your comfort zone that you grow. Being uncomfortable is
the path to personal development and growth. It is the opposite of
complacency.”

Lamb embraces the challenge, seeing failure not as a setback but an
opportunity to grow. “If I never pushed the envelope, if I never struggled, I
would never get better,” he said. If anything, the times that Lamb is
supremely challenged or comes up short are often the most valuable. They
uncover both physical and psychological weak spots and provide insight
into areas he can improve. They fully engage both his brain and body in
trying to figure out the problem. And they raise the bar of what Lamb
considers possible.

What Waitzkin, students who learn successfully, and Lamb practice is
something known as “productive failure.” There is broad scientific
consensus that the most profound learning occurs when we experience this
sort of failure. Rather than simply answering a specific question, it is
beneficial to be challenged and even to fail. Failure provides an opportunity
to analyze a problem from different angles, pushing us to understand its
deep underlying structure and to hone the transferrable skill of problem-
solving itself. Sure, immediate assistance can be highly satisfying. But



when we succumb to the impulse for instant resolution, we miss out on a
special kind of deep learning that only a challenge can spawn.

SYSTEM 2 LEARNING

Nobel Prize—winning psychologist Daniel Kahneman, PhD, states that the
human mind is divided into two types of thinking: System 1 and System 2.
System 1 operates automatically and quickly. It is often driven by instinct
and intuition. System 2, on the other hand, is more thoughtful and analytical
and addresses effortful mental activities. System 1 is our default mode of
thinking, because it requires less energy. When we are on autopilot, System
1 is at work and our current mental model of the world dominates. It’s only
when we activate System 2, by really working hard and struggling to figure
something out, that we have the best chance of examining new information
critically and integrating it into our web of knowledge. True learning
requires System 2.

To understand why System 2 learning is such a challenge, we need to
look deep inside the brain. Our actual web of knowledge consists of brain
cells called neurons that are linked by axons, which function like fine
electrical wires in the brain. When we learn something new, electrical
activity travels between neurons along these axons. At first, the connections
are weak (both figuratively and literally) and we struggle with the new skill,
whether it’s properly using grammar or using our nondominant hand on the
basketball court. If we give in, opting not to struggle, System 1 takes over.
We default to the already strong connections in our brain and continue using
adjectives instead of adverbs or dribbling with our right hand instead of our
left. But if we endure the struggle and keep working at the new skill, the
connections between neurons strengthen. This occurs partially thanks to a
substance called myelin. Myelin is like the brain’s version of insulation,
wrapping around our axons. As we work more at something, more myelin is
generated, and that enables electrical activity to travel more fluidly between
neurons. In other words, the connections in our brain strengthen. Over time,
our former struggles become second nature.

If we stick at learning something for long enough, what was once a
formidable System 2 challenge becomes a simple System 1 task. Just ask



anyone who learned how to dribble with her nondominant hand. Or, just ask
yourself: What does 3 + 2 equal? How about 6 x 4?

Think back. Answering these questions wasn’t always so easy.

This is not to say that aimless struggle promotes learning. But it does
mean that the best learning occurs when we really have to work for it. Just
like struggling to eke out one last repetition in the weight room is a great
method for growing the body, struggling to the point of failure and only
then receiving assistance is a great recipe for growing the mind. If you want
to continuously improve in whatever it is that you do, you’ve got to view
stress as something positive, even desirable. Although too much or never-
ending stress can be dangerous, the right amount serves as a powerful
stimulus for growth.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Stress stimulates growth.

As the chess prodigy turned martial arts champion Josh Waitzkin says, “growth
comes at the point of resistance.”

Developing a new capability requires effort: Skills come from struggle.

When you struggle, System 2 is activated and true development is underway; myelin
is accumulating and neural connections are strengthening.

Fail productively: Only seek out support after you've allowed yourself to struggle.

JUST-MANAGEABLE CHALLENGES

When psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, PhD, was studying how the
best performers get in the zone and continuously improve, he noticed they
all regularly pushed themselves to their limits, and perhaps just a bit
beyond. In an attempt to convert the mystical “zone” into something a bit
less nebulous, Csikszentmihalyi developed an elegant conceptual tool.



CHALLENGE LEVEL High

Low

Low SKILL LEVEL High

Csikszentmihalyi’s tool not only can help you find your way into the
zone, but it can also double as a great way to dial in the optimal amount of
stress required for growth. The best kind of stress, what we like to call
“just-manageable challenges,” lies in the upper right corner of the “flow”
section.

Just-manageable challenges manifest when you take on something that
makes you feel a little out of control but not quite anxious or overly

aroused.” When the task at hand is a bit beyond your skills you’re in the
sweet spot. Any less of a challenge and you’d feel like “I’ve got this in the
bag.” It’d be too easy and not stressful enough to serve as a stimulus for
growth. Any more of a challenge, however, and the unnerving feeling of
your heartbeat pounding in your ears would make it hard to focus. What
you’re after is the sweet spot: when the challenge at hand is on the outer
edge of, or perhaps just beyond, your current skills.

The workouts that Steve designs for his world-class distance runners
such as Sara Hall are prime examples of just-manageable challenges. Prior
to finishing near the top of the field in the 2016 World Half Marathon
Championships, Hall completed a 15-mile tempo run at a staggering 5:30



per mile pace, ever so slightly faster than she ever had before. These
workouts are designed to stretch limits, pushing runners beyond their
current abilities. As a result, it’s not uncommon for Steve’s athletes to show
up to practice a bit nervous. Some may even question whether they will be
able to complete the workout. While armchair sports psychologists might
say this kind of doubt and uncertainty is a negative, Steve has a different
take. A little doubt and uncertainty is actually a good thing: It signals that a
growth opportunity has emerged.

The little voice inside your head saying, “I can’t possibly do this,” is
actually a sign that you’re on the right track. It’s your mind trying to pull
you back to the familiar path that represents your comfort zone. Just-
manageable challenges are about venturing off a known path and going
down a slightly more demanding one.

This concept applies to just about anything, whether it’s a workout,
musical performance, or project at the office. That’s the beauty of
Csikszentmihalyi’s diagram. You can plot any activity on it. When doing so,
it is important to account for the many contextual factors that can make an
activity more or less challenging at a given point in time.

External factors could include:

Weather
Size of the audience (or stakes of the outcome)
Prize money

Deadlines

The people you’re assigned to work with (if a group/team project)
Internal factors could include:

Other stressors in your life at the time

Your personal interest in and motivation for the activity

Your physical and mental health

Consider the activities you engage in on an average day. Where do they

fall on Csikszentmihalyi’s diagram? Are you pursuing growth in a healthy,
sustainable way? We aren’t suggesting that you spend all of your time



immersed in just-manageable challenges. Doing so is probably not very
practical. Plus, you still need to recover in between bouts of stress for the
effort to be beneficial. What we are suggesting, however, is that for the
capabilities you wish to grow—whether they be financial modeling, portrait
painting, distance running, or anything in between—you should regularly
seek out just-manageable challenges: activities that take you out of your
comfort zone and force you to push at the point of resistance for growth.

In this chapter, we explored the benefits of stress, examined why skills
come from struggle, and learned what types of activities fall into the
category of good, growth-promoting stress—what we call just-manageable
challenges. Next, we’ll explore the mechanics of how you should go about
working on them and explain why so much of the conventional wisdom on
“productive” work misses the mark.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Think of a skill/capability that you want to grow.

Assess your current ability to perform this skill/capability.

Actively seek out challenges that just barely exceed your ability.

If you feel fully in control, make the next challenge a bit harder.

If you feel anxious or so aroused that you can’t focus, dial things down a notch.

1 Grade level and subject have been changed to protect the identities of these teachers.

2 Brad first heard the term “just-manageable change” from his undergraduate school
professor, Richard Price, PhD, at the University of Michigan.
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STRESS YOURSELF

In the early 1990s, a behavioral scientist named K. Anders Ericsson, PhD,
set out to investigate how people become experts. At the time, prevailing
wisdom held that experience was the key. That is, the more time someone
spent practicing something, the better they would become at doing that task.
Eventually, Ericsson reasoned, an accumulation of experience—perhaps
with a little help from the right DNA—culminated in expertise. But not
long after Ericsson began his project, an entirely different story emerged.

Ericsson discovered obscure research showing that physics professors at
the University of California, Berkeley, failed to consistently outperform
students on introductory problem sets. Yet some of these professors had
been researching and teaching physics for decades. Something didn’t add
up.

As Ericsson continued digging up little-known studies, he continued to
find surprising results. The number of years a psychologist had under his
belt, for example, had no correlation to how successful he was at treating
patients. Other research showed that many physicians actually got worse at
making diagnoses from radiographic scans as they gained more experience.
The more time that passed since their formal training, the more errors they
made. In every field that’s been studied (from wine tasting to financial
investing), when it came to differentiating top performers, experience was
not the critical variable. In some cases, it was nearly impossible for
Ericsson to distinguish between the performances of novices and long-time
veterans. Regardless of what angle he examined it from, Ericsson found
experience and expertise did not necessarily go hand in hand.

So, Ericsson wondered, if not experience, then what is it that makes
someone an expert? To find out, he and a team of researchers traveled to



Berlin, Germany, and embedded themselves among violinists at the
illustrious Global Music Academy. The academy had an international
reputation for training violinists; many of the world’s best passed through
the Global Music Academy’s hallowed doors. When Ericsson and his team
arrived, they asked the violinists to continue doing exactly what they had
been doing, with only one small exception: write it all down. At the end of
each day, the violinists recorded how they spent each and every one of their
waking minutes. After a 7-day period, Ericsson compared the diaries of the
top performers—those whom professors at the academy said were good
enough to have careers as international soloists—to everyone else. Nearly
everyone practiced the same amount of time each week: roughly 50 hours.
This didn’t surprise Ericsson in the slightest. Simply being invited to the
Global Music Academy required immense dedication and hard work. Plus,
that all the violinists practiced the same amount of time only confirmed
what Ericsson already knew—experience alone doesn’t make an expert.

Next, the researchers examined what was happening in those 50 hours.
How was everyone practicing? The answer was: quite differently. The best
violinists spent significantly more time intensely focused on mastering a
specific goal, and remained totally present when doing so. They eliminated
all distractions. They rarely, if ever, merely went through the motions. The
best violinists were practicing, as Ericsson and his team coined it, far more
“deliberately” than everyone else.

Ericsson and his research team went on to conduct additional studies on
athletes, artists, and intellectuals. They found the same thing every time: It
isn’t experience that sets top performers apart but the amount of deliberate
practice they put in. Although Ericsson would become associated with the
Malcolm Gladwell-popularized 10,000-hour rule—the notion that anyone
can become an expert at anything by practicing for 10,000 hours—his
actual findings represent something quite different. Expertise is not about a
certain number of hours practiced. Rather, it’s about the type of work that
fills those hours. Practice doesn’t make perfect. Perfect practice makes
perfect.

PERFECT PRACTICE



So what exactly makes perfect practice? Ericsson found that top performers
actively seek out just-manageable challenges, setting goals for practice
sessions that just barely exceed their current capabilities. But that is only
half the story. What really differentiates deliberate practice is deep
concentration.

To test this, researchers took a group of professional and amateur
singers and hooked them up to devices that measure physiological
indicators of focus. Once the sensors were in place, the singers went
through their usual practice routines. At the end, each singer was asked a
handful of questions to assess his level of comfort and focus. A clear
pattern emerged. Both the hard physiological data and the soft self-reported
data showed that, for the amateur singers, the practice session released
tension and was generally enjoyable. The professional singers, on the other
hand, demonstrated large increases in concentration throughout the practice
session. They focused carefully on improving specific parts of their
performance—even if that made the session less enjoyable. The best singers
were stretching a bit beyond their comfort zones and doing so with keen
awareness. Though the amateurs and the professionals practiced for the
same amount of time, the way in which they used that time was quite
different.

Across the board, when great performers are doing serious work their
bodies and minds are 100 percent there. They are fully engaged in the
moment.

FULLY PRESENT

One of our mentors is a man named Bob Kocher, MD. He is the definition
of a Renaissance man. His formal training is in medicine. He went to
undergraduate school at the University of Washington and medical school at
George Washington University. Although he didn’t go to a top Ivy like
Harvard or Yale, he was awarded the extremely elite Howard Hughes
Medical Institute Fellowship, the equivalent to a Rhodes Scholarship in
medicine. He practiced as a physician at the Harvard-affiliated Beth Israel
Deaconess Medical Center, but after a few years Dr. Bob (as pretty much
everyone calls him) realized he could not fully help ailing patients because
he was operating in an ailing system. It was a tough and scary decision, but



he made the difficult choice to transition out of clinical practice in search of
opportunities to make health care better on a systematic level. He found
plenty.

Since hanging up his white coat, Dr. Bob has worn many hats: partner at
a major consulting firm; health care economist reporting directly to the
president of the United States; scholar at the Brookings Institution; and
professor at Stanford University, to name just a few. Currently, he is a
partner at one of Silicon Valley’s largest venture capital firms, where he
invests millions of dollars in start-up companies with products and services
that are potential game-changers in health care. His opinions on innovation
and health care are published in the New York Times and prestigious
academic journals. Dr. Bob has been interviewed as an expert for countless
bestselling books. When national, and even international, leaders are forced
to make decisions about health care, they often wait until they’ve spoken
with him. Long story short: Dr. Bob is a top performer if there ever was
one.

Of course we admire Dr. Bob for all of these achievements and the hard
work that they rest upon. But we also look up to him because he wears a
$40 digital watch; that is to say, he doesn’t do any of this for the money, nor
is he driven by material glitz. He prioritizes his physical health, exercising
for at least an hour nearly every day. Most important, he is a wonderful
husband and father of two young girls, almost always home in time for
dinner, and present at extracurricular activities. So when we met with Dr.
Bob at his Palo Alto office, what we wanted to learn most is how—how
does he accomplish so much while seemingly maintaining balance in his
life? He answered our question without needing to say a word.

From the minute we walked into the room with Dr. Bob, we were in the
room with Dr. Bob. We were not in the room with Dr. Bob’s email, phone,
or any interrupting colleagues. Prior to our time together he was crafting an
article for a high-profile medical journal and making decisions about the
future of a company. But he didn’t bring those issues into the room with us
either. It was just the three of us discussing this book. The energy was
palpable. He gave us the same attention he gives to the president of the
United States. Dr. Bob was fully present. We were witnessing in real time
his secret to success.

By doing one thing at a time and devoting his full concentration to that
one thing, Dr. Bob is able to do many things well—from writing and



influencing health care policy, to investing in companies, to being a good
husband and father. His insistence on single-tasking ensures that he learns
and grows from every document he drafts and every interaction he’s
involved in. “It’s not that I can’t multitask,” he says. “But when I do
multitask everything suffers. So I just don’t multitask. Ever.”

He compartmentalizes his day down to the hour. Each compartment has
a concrete objective. These objectives range from, for example: write 500
words for a paper; learn enough about a company to make an investment
decision; have a free-flowing conversation with an interesting person; keep
his heart rate at 80 percent of its maximum in a fitness class; influence a
decision maker in a highly political meeting; enjoy dinner with his wife and
kids. This type of compartmentalization ensures he follows his governing
rule: “Do only one thing at a time.” Dr. Bob’s secret to doing so much is
doing so little. He is the ultimate single-tasker.

SINGLE-TASKING

Dr. Bob’s story is insightful, but does his strategy hold true for everyone?
And if it does, then why do so many people insist on multitasking?

We love multitasking because when we do multiple things at once, we
feel more productive and experience greater emotional satisfaction. An
internal voice in our subconscious mind says, “Look at everything I am
accomplishing. Look at all of the boxes I am checking off my list.” In a
society that encourages and rewards “optimization” and “multiple
processes,” we can’t help but want to “optimize” ourselves. Unfortunately,

our brains don’t work like computers. For 99 percent of us,! effective
multitasking is nothing more than effective delusional thinking.

Even in individuals who claim to be great multitaskers, fMRI scans of
the brain reveal it is impossible to do two things at once with a high level of
quality. When we multitask, our brains either constantly switch between
tasks or they divide and conquer, allotting only a portion of our cognitive
capacity to a specific task. As a result, as countless studies show, the quality
and, ironically, even the quantity of our work suffers when we are
multitasking.

Although the switching costs may seem trivial—sometimes just a few
tenths of a second per switch—they add up over time as we switch back-



and-forth between tasks. Researchers at the University of Michigan found
that seemingly innocuous multitasking can cannibalize as much as 40
percent of someone’s productive time. Although it may feel like we are
getting twice as much done when multitasking, we’re actually getting close
to half as much done.

It’s not just our short-term performance that suffers at the hands of
multitasking. Additional research shows that people who are “chronic”
multitaskers are worse at filtering out irrelevant information, slower at
identifying patterns, and have worse long-term memories. In other words,
multitasking not only makes the work we do today suffer, but it also makes
the work we’ll do tomorrow suffer. As Ericsson’s expert violinists and the
Renaissance man Dr. Bob all demonstrate, engaging in a task with singular
focus is how we grow from stress.

Unfortunately, simply knowing the perils of multitasking doesn’t mean
we’ll stop doing it. The technologies that enable and facilitate multitasking
can be addicting. They take us out of full engagement, decreasing the
potential growth stimulus of whatever it is we are doing. (Just imagine if a
runner doing intervals on the track came to a complete stop to check her
phone after each and every notification. The constant start-and-stop would
certainly impair her performance.) But before we can figure out effective
ways to escape the pull of these technologies, we must first understand why
we have become so addicted to them in the first place.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Apply the components of perfect practice each time you set out to do meaningful work:
Define a purpose and concrete objectives for each working session.
Ask yourself: What do | want to learn or get done?
Focus and concentrate deeply, even if doing so isn’t always enjoyable.

Single-task: The next time you feel like multitasking, remind yourself that research
shows it's not effective. Keep in mind Dr. Bob’s secret: “Do only one thing at a time.”

Remember that quality trumps quantity.

ADDICTED TO OUR SMARTPHONES

If we had to bet on it (more on that in a minute), we’d wager that you love
your phone. There’s nothing wrong with that. We love our phones, too.
They are incredible gadgets that enable a level of connectivity no one could
have dreamed of even 15 years ago. As a matter of fact, if we didn’t love
our phones, you probably wouldn’t be reading this book right now. In early
2014, Brad scrolled down on his Twitter feed from a sidewalk in downtown
San Francisco and saw an intriguing tweet from a guy named Steve
Magness who, at the time, was at a coffee shop in Houston. Brad clicked
the link in Steve’s tweet and became excited about what he was reading. As
he read, Brad was floored, thinking: “Wow, seems like this guy and I are on
the same wavelength about a lot of stuff.” Brad read a few more of Steve’s
blog posts and decided he had to shoot Steve a quick email. A few minutes
and a few scroll-downs later, Steve, from his phone, two time zones away,
hit “reply.” And just like that, a fruitful connection was formed.

Needless to say, we are not here to demonize technology. But because of
stories like ours, and some clever, if not manipulative, design on the part of
digital app makers, many of us love our smartphones so much that we
simply can’t resist them. They are so addictive that each and every day
hundreds of people risk and lose their lives because of them. According to
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), more than nine
people are killed and more than 1,150 people are injured daily in
automobile crashes that involve a distracted driver. In a recent survey, 31



percent of US drivers ages 18 to 64 said that at least once in the past 30
days they had engaged in the most dangerous type of distracted driving
there is: texting (or tweeting, emailing, Facebooking, etc.). Unfortunately,
many believe this number is significantly under-reported. Have an honest
moment with yourself. In the past 30 days, have you checked your phone
and/or texted from it while driving? If you haven’t, have you been a
passenger in the car of a driver who has? If you answered no to both
questions, that’s great. But we’re afraid you are in the minority. Although
the dangers are well known, most of us simply can’t fight the urge to check
our phones.

To unravel why this is the case, let’s turn to another addiction that ruins
many lives: gambling. When a gambler awaits their next card at the
blackjack table or pulls down the lever on a slot machine, they get a hit of
the powerful neurochemical dopamine. Dopamine excites and arouses us.
Under the influence of dopamine, we feel revved up and alive. Unlike other
neurochemicals that are released when we’ve achieved something, the far
more potent dopamine is released prior to the payoff of an event, when we
are longing for or desiring something deeply. In other words, we don’t
become addicted to winning; we become addicted to the chase.

The unpredictability of gambling—the feeling we get while we wait for
the dealer to turn over his card or for the slots to cease spinning—triggers a
super-sized dopamine rush. That’s because uncertain situations, when there
is a mere chance of winning, are far more irresistible than situations in
which we know we’ll win every time. If this weren’t the case, then people
would get all jazzed up about putting their money into municipal bonds
with guaranteed 4 percent returns instead of into slot machines. But alas,
the brain rewards us with more dopamine for the act of seeking a reward
than for the act of receiving one.

While being biochemically drawn to the chase is not a survival
advantage in modern-day casinos, long ago it was a necessity. If it wasn’t
for our attraction to unpredictable rewards, we wouldn’t be here today. Our
earliest ancestors needed a compelling reason to endure days-long hunts for
food with no guarantee of success. So we evolved to crave the chase.

This same tendency explains why, thousands of years later, we can’t put
down our phones. Our phones and the apps on them, designed by highly
sophisticated PhDs to lure us in, operate like slot machines. When we swipe
down and wait for our email and instant messenger and Twitter and



Facebook and Instagram and on and on to refresh, dopamine floods our
system. Instead of a row of cherries or 7s, the potential rewards we are
chasing are new likes, comments, or messages. Although most of us aren’t
rewarded every time we check our phone, we are rewarded often enough to
keep us checking. And since there is always a chance that someone
somewhere is pinging us, we can’t stop using our social slot machines.
Even when we’re on the highway. This isn’t only a problem when it comes
to safe driving. It’s also a problem when it comes to performance. Because,
as we discussed earlier, the most effective work—the kind that yields
greatness and growth—demands our entire focus. When we met with Dr.
Bob, he didn’t check his phone once. He didn’t even think about it. It
wasn’t even in the room.

OUT OF SIGHT, OUT OF MIND

The most common defense against smartphone distraction is
straightforward: turn your phone to silent mode and then place it face down
on the table, or perhaps even put it in your pocket. Unfortunately, this alone
won’t enable you to engage in the deep focus necessary for peak
performance. Telling someone they can keep their cell phone within arm’s
reach but cannot check it is not much different than telling a drug addict he
can keep a loaded syringe in plain sight but may not use it. In both cases,
the craving for reward, and the emotional and chemical addiction to it, is
overpowering.

Resisting the temptation to check our phones is only made harder by the
tricks our minds play on us. Have you ever had your phone turned off in
your pocket, only to feel it vibrate nevertheless? If so, you’re not alone. A
recent study from Indiana University—Purdue University Fort Wayne found
that 89 percent of college students suffer from “phantom vibration
syndrome.” About once every 2 weeks, college students reported they felt
their phone vibrating when it wasn’t. Although they knew their phones were
off, their subconscious longing for a notification manifested in a physical
sensation. They stopped whatever they were doing to check their buzzing
phones that weren’t really buzzing.

Let’s say that you could somehow resist the temptation to check your
phone when it is near you. This in and of itself would take a lot of effort.



Rather than devoting all your cognitive energy to what you are truly trying
to accomplish, a good portion of it instead goes toward thinking about
checking your phone, imagining what might be awaiting you on it, and
restraining yourself from actually checking. For a study published in The
Journal of Social Psychology, researchers asked a group of college students
to complete a series of difficult motor tasks when their cell phones were
visible. Sure enough, their performance was significantly worse than a
control group where participants’ cell phones were not visible. Things got
even more interesting when all the participants’ cell phones were removed
but the study leader’s cell phone remained present. Incredibly, even when
the phone visible wasn’t their own, study participants’ performance
suffered.

Smartphones distract us whether they are on, off, in our pockets, or on a
table, and they command our attention even when they are not our own.
Though it pains us (i.e., Brad and Steve) to say, odds are that just reading
about smartphones for the past few minutes may have distracted you from
this text. Perhaps this discussion even prompted you to feel for your phone
or, worse, check it. It follows that the best solution for preventing
smartphone distraction is to remove it from the picture altogether. It turns
out there is a lot of truth in the expression “out of sight, out of mind.”

Walter Mischel, PhD, is a world-renowned expert on willpower at
Columbia University. He’s devoted over 30 years to exploring how and why
some people are able to resist temptation and others are not. In his years of
research, across numerous studies involving children and adults, Mischel
has found that one of the best methods for self-control is to move the object
of desire out of view. (Or in the case of vibrating phones, perhaps “out of
feel.”) Mischel’s findings explain why recovering gamblers are prohibited
from being near casinos and why dieters have long been told to keep
unhealthy foods hidden in hard-to-access places or outside the house
altogether. The mere sight of a desirable object triggers dopamine, which is
like the devil on our shoulder that says, “Are you sure you don’t want to
have just one?”

While writing this chapter, Brad began testing “out of sight, out of
mind” in a number of situations in his own life. Whether he was doing hard
intervals on the elliptical trainer, lifting weights, or writing this book, his
performance improved when his smartphone was completely removed from
the picture. Real and objective performance measures for each activity—



such as watts generated, pounds lifted, and words written—all increased.
This objective data supported what he subjectively experienced. Without his
smartphone visible, Brad quickly forgot about its existence. He felt as if he
had another 10 to 15 percent of effort to give to the task at hand. Not having
the option of turning on his phone and looking at it did far more than lift a
small weight out of his pocket. It felt like a huge weight had been lifted off
his shoulders.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Identify what interrupts your deep focus. Common intruders, many of which are
enabled by smartphones, include:

Text messages
Social media
The internet
Television

Remove distractors: Remember that only out of sight truly leads to out of mind.

BLOCKS OF STRESS

Stressing yourself is tiring. Great performers understand and respect that
there is a limit to how much stress they can tolerate. They are aware that if
they exceed this limit, then good, productive stress can become harmful and
toxic.

In his years of studying experts, Ericsson found that top performers
across all fields are unable to sustain intense work and deep concentration
for more than 2 hours. Outside of rare, short-term situations, once this
threshold is passed, neither the body nor the mind can sustain the workload.
Great performers, Ericsson found, generally work in chunks of 60 to 90
minutes separated by short breaks.

While Ericsson’s work focused predominantly on creatives (e.g., artists)
and competitors (e.g., chess players and athletes), new research shows his
conclusions also hold true in the workplace. Recently, an international
social networking company called the Draugiem Group wanted to uncover
what habits set apart their most successful workers. To do so, they partnered
with the makers of DeskTime, a time-tracking app sophisticated enough to
distinguish between when employees are working and when they are not.
The Draugiem Group found that their all-star workers adhered to a
particular routine: They spent 52 minutes engrossed in their work before
taking a 17-minute break.



Similar to the Draugiem Group, other companies have manipulated and
analyzed their employees’ work. Without fail, regardless of industry or job
description, chunks of hard work followed by short breaks yielded the best
performance. The most productive workers in a meat processing plant
worked in hourly cycles of 51 minutes on and 9 minutes off. Agricultural
workers performed best when they worked in 90-minute cycles of 75
minutes on and 15 minutes off. Other studies examining the habits of
workers performing highly demanding cognitive work found cycling
between 50 minutes of work and 7 minutes of recovery generated the best
output.

While the exact work-to-rest ratio depends on the demands of the job
and individual preferences, the overall theme is clear: alternating between
blocks of 50 to 90 minutes of intense work and recovery breaks of 7 to 20
minutes enables people to sustain the physical, cognitive, and emotional
energy required for peak performance. This ebb and flow runs counter to
the all-too-common constant grind of either perpetually working in an
“inbetween zone” of moderately hard work or working at the utmost
intensity nonstop. Neither of these more traditional approaches is ideal. The
former leads to under-performance. The latter leads to physical, cognitive,
and emotional fatigue and, eventually, burnout.

One data entry company that was experiencing employee burnout
inserted into every hour mandatory breaks of at least 5 minutes, plus two
additional longer breaks throughout the day. Even though they “gave away”
about an hour of paid work, total output per employee remained unchanged.
More important, employee discomfort and eye strain were significantly
reduced. By working smart—that is to say, alternating between blocks of
hard work followed by short breaks—we get the most out of ourselves and
avoid crippling fatigue and burnout.

It is interesting to note that in the world of elite running, this is old
news. In the 1930s, when German running coach Woldemar Gerschler first
developed interval training, or intense repetitions of running with short
breaks in between, the objective was simple: enable a runner to accomplish
the greatest possible amount of high-quality work before fatigue caused
performance to suffer. Nearly a century later, Steve and just about every
other top running coach still rely upon intervals to increase the amount of
quality work their athletes can execute. And, although it’s taken nearly 100



years, it’s nice to see that progressive employers are finally beginning to
realize the value of intervals off the track.

Much like it takes time for a runner to build the fitness necessary to
execute high-intensity intervals, it may take time to build yourself up to
blocks of undistracted work. This is especially true for people who are
accustomed to multitasking or working amid digital-device distraction. If
you find yourself struggling to maintain full attention (e.g., checking your
smartphone for notifications, pulling up your email browser, mind-
wandering), start with small chunks of 10 to 15 minutes and gradually
increase the duration every week. No different from any other skill, deep
work is a practice that must be cultivated over time.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Divide your work into chunks of 50 to 90 minutes (this may vary by task). Start even
smaller if you find yourself struggling to maintain attention.

As you develop “fitness” in whatever it is you are doing, you'll likely find that you can
work longer and harder.

For most activities and most situations, 2 hours should be the uppermost limit for a
working block.

MINDSET MATTERS

Imagine you just finished a hard, physical outdoor workout on a scorching
summer day. Someone presents you with an ice-cold milkshake. Hot and
hungry as you might be, before indulging, you might ask: What’s in the
shake? Is it a healthy, low-calorie blend of organic fruits and vegetables
with almond milk and whey protein? Or is it the nutritional opposite: a
calorie bomb of full-fat chocolate ice cream, whole milk, and sugary syrup?

Science (and common sense) tells us that our bodies would react
differently to each of these drinks. The calorie bomb would, at first, make
us feel more satiated. A few hours later, however, thanks to all the sugar,
we’d crave more sweets. The healthy version, on the other hand, would
refresh and energize us, leaving us feeling lighter on our feet. But it may
also leave us a bit less satisfied than if we’d gone for the other option.
Perhaps we’d find ourselves snacking sooner.

When researchers from Yale compared how people responded to the
two shakes just described, they confirmed all of these assumptions. Study
participants who received the unhealthy shake reported feeling greater
immediate satisfaction but craved more sweets later. They also experienced
a steeper decline in ghrelin. Ghrelin is the hormone associated with hunger,
and its decline told their brains that “I’m full.” None of this should sound
surprising, because it’s not—it’s precisely what you’d expect to happen.
With one small exception: The contents of the milkshakes given to each
group were exactly the same. The only thing that differed was the
description. It was the participants’ minds—not the sugar, fat, fruits,



vegetables, or protein—that controlled not only how they subjectively felt
after drinking the shakes, but also their deep hormonal response.

It’s easy to dismiss the impact of “mindsets” as a pop-psychology
concept aimed at making us feel better about ourselves, but the hard science
tells a different story. The lens through which we view the world affects
everything from learning to health to longevity to our hormonal response to
“different” milkshakes.

GET YOUR MIND RIGHT

In the late 1960s at Yale University, a young PhD candidate named Carol
Dweck was studying helplessness in children. In particular, she wanted to
answer the question: Why do some children give up when faced with
failure, while others are motivated by it? The answer, she found, was all in
their heads.

The children who gave up easily also avoided challenges and felt
threatened by others who were different from themselves. They often
perceived learning and growth as outside of their control. In their minds, the
qualities that determined whether they would succeed or fail were fixed. In
adult-speak, these children believed it was their innate ability and talent—
their genetic code—that governed the outcome of nearly all situations in
life. To them, they either “had it” or they didn’t. They were either smart or
stupid. The children who were motivated by and more apt to confront
challenges, on the other hand, had a completely different mindset. They felt
that with hard work they could do anything. They didn’t see ability as
something that was fixed, but rather as something that could be improved
with practice over time. These children had what Dweck called a “growth
mindset.”

When Dweck and her colleagues tracked the performance of a group of
seventh-grade students for 2 years, they found that although all the students
started from the same measurable baseline, those with growth mindsets
progressed significantly faster than their fixed-mindset peers. The growth-
mindset students were willing to push themselves harder, sought out just-
manageable challenges, and viewed productive failure as a positive. In
contrast, the fixed-mindset students avoided challenges and quit when the
going got tough.



It may seem that the mindset we develop is largely out of our control,
resulting from the values instilled by our parents, caregivers, and perhaps
very first teachers we encountered at a young age. Were we rewarded for
hard work and effort (growth-mindset promoting)? Or were we rewarded
only for outcomes (fixed-mindset promoting)? Furthermore, by the very
nature of a fixed mindset, are those who have fixed mindsets inherently
stuck with them? Or is there a way to change people’s minds?

To find out, Dweck put seventh-grade students with fixed mindsets
through an 8-week course that focused on neuroplasticity, or the science of
how the brain can grow. The curriculum included convincing studies and
captivating stories that worked together to show students how flexible their
minds really are. It worked. At the end of the course, the vast majority of
students who had previously felt that their abilities were fixed shifted their
outlooks. More important, their rate of progression in school increased.
Remarkably, as they shifted their mindset they also shifted their academic
trajectory, going from near-failure to academic success.

Dweck’s work proved that the way we think about the world has a
profound effect on what we do in it. If we cultivate a growth mindset and
believe that skills come from struggle, then we are more likely to expose
ourselves to the good kind of growth-promoting stress. But the power of
mindsets doesn’t stop there. It turns out that our mindset toward stress not
only determines if we’ll expose ourselves to it, but also how we’ll respond.

CHALLENGE RESPONSE

When you hear the word “stress,” what comes to mind? Maybe you thought
about growth. If you didn’t, don’t feel bad. Even though the first section of
this book has highlighted the positive attributes of stress, it still might be
hard for you to overcome years of being told that stress is toxic. Culture has
conditioned us to minimize stress and avoid it at all costs. For the
unfortunate times when we can’t avoid stress, we are given “coping”
techniques or strategies to “get through it” so that we can “minimize the
damage.” Even we, Brad and Steve, in the middle of writing a chapter
extolling the virtues of stress, experienced a negative kneejerk reaction to
the word. This is an unfortunate and costly bias that is difficult to
overcome.



Kelly McGonigal, PhD, is a health psychologist at Stanford University.
For many years, like every other health psychologist, she worked tirelessly
to help people avoid stress. Her outlook was this: Stress is bad and her job
was to figure out how people could minimize its negative impact. But then
she came across research that blew her mind.

A 2010 study found that the small portion of Americans who view
stress as facilitative have a 43 percent lower chance of premature death than
those who view stress as destructive. The obvious explanation, or course, is
that the people with a positive outlook toward stress developed that mindset
because they didn’t experience stress very often. That is, if you’re never
feeling stressed, then of course you would think that stress isn’t so bad. But
when the researchers compared the total number of stressful events that
each group experienced, they were shocked to discover that the number was
virtually the same. Researchers controlled for just about every variable
besides mindset and still saw significant mortality differences. Could
something as simple as one’s attitude about stress truly contribute to
extending life?

This quest ion captivated McGonigal. Might she possibly have had it
wrong for all these years? Her quest to find the answer turned into The
Upside of Stress, a book that challenged the prevailing wisdom on stress.
She discovered a large body of evidence showing that how we view stress
weighs heavily on how stress influences us.

Some individuals learn to assess stressors as challenges rather than
threats. This outlook, which researchers call a “challenge response,” is
characterized by viewing stress as something productive, and, much like
we’ve written, as a stimulus for growth. In the midst of stress, those who
demonstrate a challenge response proactively focus on what they can
control. With this outlook, negative emotions like fear and anxiety decrease.
This response better enables these individuals to manage and even thrive
under stress. But that’s not all. Just like our mindset about milkshakes
changes our deep biological profile, so, too, does our mindset about stress.

Of the many hormones at play when we are stressed, two are
particularly important: cortisol and dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA). While
neither is categorically “good” or “bad” and both are necessary, chronically
elevated cortisol levels are associated with lingering inflammation,
impaired immune function, and depression. By contrast, DHEA has been
linked to a reduced risk of anxiety, depression, heart disease,



neurodegeneration, and a range of other diseases and conditions. DHEA is
also a neurosteroid, which helps the brain grow. When under stress, you
want to release more DHEA than cortisol. This ratio is aptly named the
“growth index of stress.” Sure enough, studies show that people who react
to stress with a challenge response have a higher growth index of stress
versus those who perceive stress as a threat. In other words, if you frame
stressors as challenges, you’ll release more DHEA than cortisol. As a result
your growth index of stress will be higher, and you’ll actually experience
health benefits instead of health detriments. And, according to the 2010
study on stress and mortality that we mentioned earlier, you might just live
longer, too.

It’s becoming clear that cultivating a growth mindset and a challenge
response to stress is highly beneficial. These mindsets increase our health
and longevity. And, as we’re about to learn, they also enhance our
performance.

HOW THE BEST VIEW STRESS

At the start of an Olympic event, most of the athletes share a look of stoic,
steely-eyed determination. Few, if any, Olympians appear to be anxious.
Contrast this with your local 5-K race, where weekend warriors trying to
run at an 8-minute-per-mile pace are nervous and stressed out . . . all while
racing for a finisher’s medal they’ll be given regardless of their
performance. What’s going on here? Are the elites simply immune to
stress? Of course not. They just know how to channel it effectively.

In a study including more than 200 elite and nonelite swimmers,
researchers used a psychological survey (the Competitive State Anxiety
Inventory) to measure stress before a major race, and then asked each
athlete if they viewed stress as beneficial or harmful. They found that prior
to the race, both the elite and nonelite swimmers experienced the same
intensity of cognitive and physical stress. They all felt the nerves,
anxiousness, and perhaps even a bit of fear that accompanies standing at the
edge of a pool awaiting the starter’s gun and the impending world of hurt
that follows it. The difference was that the nonelites viewed stress as
something to avoid, ignore, and try to quiet. They felt stress would hurt
their performance. The elites, on the other hand, interpreted the stress and



the sensations that came with it as an aid to their performance; it prepared
them to get the most out of their bodies. In other words, the elites exhibited
a challenge response to stress, and, as a result, it didn’t bother them nearly
as much. If anything, it helped them channel their heightened physiological
arousal into explosiveness in the pool.

Additional research, published in the Journal of Experimental
Psychology, shows that instead of trying to calm yourself down,
“reappraising pre-performance anxiety as excitement” is often
advantageous. When you try to suppress pre-event nerves, you are
inherently telling yourself that something is wrong. Not only does this make
the situation worse, but it also takes emotional and physical energy to fight
off the feeling of anxiety—energy that could be better spent on the task at
hand. Fortunately, according to the authors of this paper, simply telling
yourself “I am excited” shifts your demeanor from what they call a threat
mindset (stressed out and apprehensive) to an opportunity mindset (revved
up and ready to go). “Compared to those who attempt to calm down,” the
authors conclude, “individuals who reappraise their anxious arousal as
excitement perform better.” Put differently: The sensations you feel prior to
a big event are neutral—if you view them in a positive light, they are more
likely to have a positive impact on your performance.

These studies confirm what every great performer we interviewed for
this book told us. They all admitted to feeling stress, especially prior to big
performances. But they also all said that rather than try to push the stress
away, they welcome and channel it toward the task at hand. In the words of
world champion whitewater kayaker Dane Jackson, “Fear [perhaps the most
potent form of stress] is there for me in every aspect of kayaking, whether
I’'m preparing for a run on the biggest waterfall or before my final ride at
the world championships. I don’t hide from it or try to ignore it. I feel the
sensation and channel it to help me focus, to nail the line or to put up the
biggest ride I can.”

Mindset research doesn’t suggest that innate ability doesn’t matter, but
it does suggest that how we nurture our nature matters, too. By pushing us
toward just-manageable challenges and enhancing how we’ll respond to
them, the right mindset opens up the possibility for growth to occur.



In the last two chapters, we focused on the first half of the growth equation:
stress. We explored how stress, when it is at the right dose, serves as a
powerful stimulus for growth; how skills come from struggle and
productive failure; and the value of actively seeking out just-manageable
challenges. We also learned how to stress ourselves: in blocks that last
under 2 hours, with deep focus, deliberate practice, and with our digital
devices out of the picture. Finally, we saw how our mindset affects not only
how we perceive stress, but also how we respond to it.

Although allowing ourselves to be stressed and doing so with a growth
mindset can feel hard, it turns out that might actually be the easy part. In a
paradoxical twist, the second half of the growth equation, rest, can be even
harder. Ernest Hemingway said that as difficult as his blocks of writing
were, it was “the wait until the next day,” when he forced himself to rest,
that was hardest to get through. Or, in the words of another great author,
Stephen King, “For me, not working is the real work.”

Next, we’ll turn to the second half of the growth equation. The work of
not working. Rest.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Remember the power of mindset: How you view something fundamentally changes
how your body responds to it.

In situations when you feel the sensation of stress, remind yourself this is your body’s
natural way of preparing for a challenge; take a deep breath and channel the
heightened arousal and sharper perception toward the task at hand.

Challenge yourself to view stress productively, and even to welcome it. You'll not only
perform better, you'll also improve your health.

1 Studies show that a little over 1 percent of the population can effectively multitask. Odds
are you aren’t in that 1 percent. That’s just how odds work.
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THE PARADOX OF REST

One of our friends, Adam', is an engineer on Google’s self-driving car
project (now its own division, called Waymo). He says the daily pace of
work borders on fanatical. When he’s in the lab, the outside world
disappears—we know this because he tells us so, and also because our text
messages and emails to him almost always go unanswered. Adam works
full tilt, wholly immersing himself in the brains and guts of a car that, if
Google gets it right, will be a total game-changer. Adam, however, would
never say that. He knows that he and his team must first figure out, among
many other things, how to teach an inanimate object moving at 70 miles per
hour to differentiate between a stray plastic bag and a stray deer. Talk about
a just-manageable challenge . . .

Google is built upon projects like the self-driving car: endeavors that
push at the point of resistance for growth, where struggle and productive
failure aren’t consequences of the work, but rather the driving forces behind
it. The company attracts the cream of the crop, top-notch creative thinkers
who are passionate about what they do. Add to the mix the tight deadlines
and the colleagues who aren’t scared to push the envelope, and it’s easy to
see why employees like Adam become so absorbed in their work. Google
has nailed the recipe for stress. But the company understands that’s only
half the battle. Without rest, Google wouldn’t end up with innovation.
Instead, it’d end up with a workforce that is broken down and burnt out.

Burnout is undoubtedly one of Google’s gravest threats, and holding
back passionate employees is often a far more formidable challenge than
pushing them ahead. Fortunately, Google has brought the same innovative
mindset to this dilemma as the company has to all its other projects. But
unlike just about everything else that Google does, the company isn’t



helping its employees rest by looking ahead to cutting-edge technologies.
Rather, Google nails rest by looking back to an ancient Eastern practice.

SEARCH INSIDE YOURSELF

In the early days of Google, employee #107, Chade-Meng Tan, observed
that while he and his colleagues had no problem “turning it on,” they
struggled mightily to “turn it off.” Taking short breaks, let alone
disconnecting from work in the evenings and on weekends, was impossible.
Even if early Googlers wanted to rest, the pace and thrill of their work made
it hard to do. Google was growing fast, but Tan had the wisdom to realize
that this style of work—stress without rest—was unsustainable.

At Google, Tan was a software engineer. Outside of work, he was an
avid practitioner of mindfulness meditation, a Buddhist style of sitting
meditation in which the practitioner focuses solely on the breath. Tan’s
mindfulness practice helped him to transition from the stress of intense
work to a more restful state. He also found that it opened his mind to
otherwise hidden insights. Mindfulness, Tan decided, was exactly what
Google needed.

So, in 2007, Tan launched Search Inside Yourself, a 7-week mindfulness
meditation course for Google employees. At first, his colleagues were
reluctant. They questioned what, if anything, a mystical, new-age, candle-
lit, deep-chanting practice could do for them. But it wasn’t long before
Tan’s colleagues learned that mindfulness—which of course is none of the
things we just mentioned—had the power to change the way they worked
and lived. Soon, Googlers who went through Tan’s class were raving about
its benefits. They felt calmer, clear-headed, and more focused. They were
able to unplug at the end of the day and even detach enough so that
weekends and vacations became truly rejuvenating.

Word spread quickly through the halls of Google about Search Inside
Yourself, and it wasn’t long before demand for the course surpassed Tan’s
ability to teach it, something he was doing in addition to his engineering
job. Google’s leadership team couldn’t help but notice the benefits of
Search Inside Yourself, either. Their employees were healthier, happier, and
more productive. They approached Tan and asked him if he’d be interested
in teaching mindfulness meditation full-time and leading a new department,



called Personal Growth. Tan was floored by the offer and took it, with only
one condition: his job title would no longer be software engineer. He’d now
be called “Jolly Good Fellow.”

Search Inside Yourself continued to grow, eventually beyond the walls
of Google. Today, the independent Search Inside Yourself Leadership
Institute (SIYLI) operates with an expanded mission and teaches
mindfulness to individuals in a variety of organizations. Tan remains
intimately involved as chairman of the board (though he still prefers his
colleagues refer to him as a jolly good fellow), where he leads a staff of 14
full-time employees who are dedicated to spreading the power of
mindfulness.

To learn more about mindfulness meditation, we visited SIYLI in San
Francisco’s Presidio district. There, we met with Brandon Rennels, a
mindfulness teacher. Rennels is about 30 years old, but his hair is graying as
if to say “the wisdom of mindfulness fills this head.” And from what we
could gather, it does.

Upon first meeting Rennels, we couldn’t help but notice that he is fully
present. None of his movements are without intention. He focuses with a
deep gaze that soaks up every detail of his surroundings. When we walked
into a conference room, presumably one Rennels has been in hundreds of
times, he observed the room as if he was walking out onto a ledge to
observe the Grand Canyon. The same thing happened when he opened his
laptop: He looked like a 4-year-old discovering a MacBook for the first
time. Rennels was taking it all in, seemingly awestruck by things we
considered ordinary.

Rennels told us that he wasn’t always like this. Prior to SIYLI, he
worked for a large management consulting firm. Though he was good for
the job, an opinion confirmed by promotions and strong performance
reviews, the job wasn’t good for him. Rennels noticed himself chasing
external rewards and craving status. He found it hard to focus—something
almost impossible to believe given what we witnessed at SIYLI—and he
could never calm his racing mind. He told us that even when he wasn’t
physically at work, his mind was there. Like the early Googlers, Rennels
simply couldn’t turn it off. But, he says, “That all changed when I got
serious about mindfulness.”

Three years into his work as a consultant, Rennels stumbled upon a few
articles and a book about mindfulness meditation. He started studying the



practice, and, much like Tan at Google, he saw in mindfulness a solution to
many of his problems. He committed to meditating regularly, starting with
1-minute sessions every day.

After just a few weeks, Rennels noticed profound changes. He became
more aware of himself and his emotions, and more cognizant of how those
emotions precipitated certain actions. His mind still raced at work and when
he was actively problem-solving, but he was able to quiet it at the end of the
day. He listened better, and he slept better, too. Rennels told us that as he
ramped up the duration and frequency of his meditation sessions, he began
to feel more in control of himself and no longer at the behest of the world
around him. “It was as if every element of my life improved,” he recalls.

“TURNING IT OFF”: FROM STRESS INTO REST

Mindfulness is about being completely present in the moment, fully aware
of yourself and your surroundings. It’s helpful to think of the meditation
part as highly specific training for being more present at all times of your
life. When you meditate, you are strengthening your mindful muscle. It’s a
simple practice:

Sit in a comfortable position, ideally in a quiet space.
Breathe deeply for a few breaths, in and out through your nose.

Allow your breath to settle back into its natural rhythm and focus on
only the sensations of breathing, noticing the rise and fall of your
abdomen with each breath; if thoughts arise, notice them, but then direct
your focus back to the rhythm and sensation of your breath.

Set a timer so you don’t have to think about time. Start with just 1
minute and gradually increase the duration.

More recently, brain studies are beginning to show the immense and
measurable benefits of mindfulness meditation. Researchers are finding that
starting at just a few minutes every day, mindfulness meditation increases
gray matter in the part of the brain called the prefrontal cortex. The
prefrontal cortex is one of the most evolved parts of our brains; its
complexity separates us from more primitive animals. In addition to



performing higher-order thinking, the prefrontal cortex serves as the brain’s
command and control center. It allows us to respond thoughtfully to
situations instead of instinctively reacting. Having a well-developed
prefrontal cortex is especially important when it comes to transitioning out
of stress and into rest.

When we challenge ourselves—whether by running a hard workout,
learning how to play a new instrument, or working tirelessly to solve a
complex problem—we are triggering a stress response in the brain. By
strengthening our prefrontal cortex, mindfulness allows us to recognize that
we are having a stress response rather than automatically being overcome
by it. It’s as if we are viewing our thoughts and feelings as a neutral
observer and then choosing what to do next. A weak prefrontal cortex gets
overpowered by a strong stress response. But a strong prefrontal cortex lets
us choose how we want to respond to stress.

To better understand how this works, researchers at the University of
Wisconsin—Madison designed an experiment that allowed them to observe,
both inside and out (more on this in a second), the difference between how
novice and expert meditators responded to stress. The researchers began by
burning the legs of both groups with a scalding-hot wire. At first, both
groups responded the same way: with an immediate stress response
—“Ouch!” But that was about the only thing the two groups had in
common. In addition to watching the participants’ outward responses, the
researchers were also watching how things unfolded internally, using fMRI
scans that let them see inside the participants’ brains. What they saw on the
inside mirrored exactly what they saw on the outside. At first, the brain
region associated with the initial response to stress (the secondary
somatosensory cortex) showed the same level of activity in both groups.
This represented the earlier “Ouch!”

As the stress response continued, there was noticeable activity in the
amygdala of the novice group. The amygdala is one of the less evolved
structures in our brain. We share it in common with even the most primitive
animals, like rodents. Often referred to as the “emotional center” of the
brain, the amygdala controls our most basic instincts, such as hunger and
fear. When we sense a threat, it’s the amygdala that triggers our stress
response: We become tense and brace ourselves for action. While this may
be helpful for evading predators in the wild, it’s not optimal for keeping our
cool when faced with modern-day stressors. The activity in the novices’



amygdalas, as evidenced by the fMRI, shed light on why they continued to
struggle with pain and discomfort. Their brains were experiencing what
neuroscientists call amygdala hijack—an emotional takeover of the brain.
They simply couldn’t turn off their stress response. Even after the scalding-
hot wire was removed, the novices remained in a stressed-out and
emotional state.

The expert meditators, on the other hand, demonstrated an entirely
different reaction, both inside and out. After the initial burn, they were able
to “turn off” their stress response, disassociating the stimulus from an
extended emotional reaction. It was as if they felt the pain, thought, “Ouch,
that hurts,” and then consciously chose not to react any further. There was
no amygdala hijack inside the brains of the expert meditators. They were
able to overcome their innate stress response. This is an extreme example of
the same ability that allows the SIYLI mindfulness teacher Brandon
Rennels to turn it off at the end of a hard day.

It just so happens that experienced meditators aren’t the only experts
who can actively choose how to respond to stress. The elite runners that
Steve coaches can, too. It’s another example of how achieving excellence in
seemingly distinct pursuits—running and meditating—ends up having a lot
in common.

When pain sets in during a hard, long workout, everyday runners, and even
pretty good ones, often get wrapped up in it. They think to themselves, “Oh
crap, this already hurts so much and I’ve got a long way to go.” These
emotionally charged thoughts can lead to panic. Heart rates rise and
muscles tense. As a result, both enjoyment and performance diminish. But
for the best runners, like the ones that Steve coaches, it’s a different story.
It’s not that elite runners don’t feel pain and discomfort during their hard
workouts, it’s just that they react differently. Rather than panicking, they
have in their minds what Steve calls a “calm conversation.”

The calm conversation goes something like this: “This is starting to hurt
now. It should. I’m running hard. But I am separate from this pain. It is
going to be okay.” Just like the expert meditators, Steve’s best runners
choose how they respond to the stress of a workout. Their amygdalas are
not hijacked. Although not all of Steve’s elite runners meditate, they’ve all
developed a strong mindful muscle through the years of deep, solitary focus



that being an elite runner demands. Steve hasn’t scanned their brains, but
we’d wager that if he did, he’d find their prefrontal cortexes are bursting
with gray matter.

On his journey to becoming an elite runner, one of Steve’s athletes,
Brian Barraza, experienced what numerous young runners do in their first
big-time race: failure. When Barraza was a freshman at the University of
Houston, he had a chance (and the fitness) to qualify for the 10-K national
championship. But instead of finishing in the top 10 like he had all year,
Barraza finished a disappointing 28th. Following the race, Barraza told
Steve: “That hurt a lot, I just could never get comfortable.”

Steve spent a year working with Barraza helping him learn how to
become comfortable with being uncomfortable. In particular, he taught
Barraza to accept that every hard workout or race was going to hurt. Rather
than resisting the pain, Steve taught Barraza to have a calm conversation.
Fast-forward a year later to the same race, and, as a sophomore, Barraza
took home fourth place, clinching a spot at the national championship. This
time around, not only was Barraza’s finishing place different, but so, too,
was his post-race report: “When it started to hurt, I imagined you were next
to me, just like in practice,” Barraza told Steve. “It was like I was having a
simple conversation in the middle of the race—first with you, then with
myself. When it started to get really difficult, I didn’t try to force my way
through the pain or fight against it. Instead, I reminded myself this is
normal and I relaxed.”

As a junior, Barraza ran out of his mind and won the qualifying meet.
No doubt, his physical fitness certainly improved over the course of his
collegiate career. But it was the improvement in his mental fitness that
allowed him to fully express it.

Being mindful doesn’t just help the best athletes get through hard
workouts, it also helps them recover. We need look no further than heart
rate variability (HRV), or the space between heart beats, for proof. HRV is
commonly used as a global indicator of physiological recovery. The faster
someone’s HRV returns to its pre-exercise value (baseline), the better.
Research shows that following hard training, the HRV of elite athletes
returns to baseline far faster than the HRV of nonelites. In one study, 15
minutes after strenuous exercise the HRV of elite athletes had already
returned to 80 percent of its baseline value. The HRV of none-lites,
however, was at just 25 percent. After 30 minutes, the HRV of elite athletes



had returned to normal, whereas the HRV of nonelites remained at only 40
to 45 percent. Much like the elite meditators, the elite athletes were able to
transition from stress to rest much faster than their more novice peers.
Perhaps the adage that hard work separates the best from the rest only
explains part of the picture. The best rest harder, too.

Developing your mindful muscle creates space for you to choose how you
want to respond to stress. In the middle of a challenge, mindfulness helps
you remain calm and collected. It lets you devote all your physical and
psychological energy to completing the task at hand, not to worrying about
it. After a challenge, mindfulness lets you choose to turn off stress and
transition to a more restful state. As we’ve seen, this might mean slowing
your racing mind, or slowing your racing heartbeat. Whether you are an
engineer or an athlete, mindfulness serves as a gateway to rest, helping you
get there faster and more predictably. But as we’re about to discover, in an
interesting twist, when you enter into that restful state, “rest” turns out to be
anything but passive.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Grow your mindful muscle. The best way to do so is by practicing mindfulness
meditation:

Choose a time when other distractions are minimized, such as first thing in the
morning, after brushing your teeth, or before going to bed.

Sit in a comfortable position, ideally in a quiet space.
Set a timer so you aren’t distracted by thoughts about the passage of time.
Begin breathing deeply, in and out through your nose.

Allow your breath to settle back into its natural rhythm and focus on nothing but
the sensation of breathing, noticing the rise and fall of your abdomen with each
breath; if thoughts arise, notice them, but then let them go. Direct your focus back
to the sensation of the breath.

Start with just 1 minute and gradually increase duration, adding 30 to 45 seconds
every few days.

Frequency trumps duration. It's best to meditate daily, even if that means keeping
individual sessions short.

Apply your growing mindfulness abilities in everyday life.
Have “calm conversations” during stressful periods.

Realize when you want to “turn it off” and then choose to leave stress behind.
Pausing to take a few deep breaths helps to activate the prefrontal cortex, your
brain’s command and control center.

OUR BRAIN AT REST: THE DEFAULT-MODE NETWORK

In 1929, a German psychiatrist named Hans Berger was conducting a series
of studies using a new technology he had invented just 5 years prior. The
technology was called electroencephalogram (or EEG for short) and it
mapped electrical activity in the brain. By attaching sensors to the scalps of
his patients, Berger could acquire an inside look at their brains. His
objective for using this device was to understand which parts of the brain
performed different tasks. He asked patients to answer arithmetic questions,
instructed them to draw, or had them solve puzzles—all while he monitored
the electrical activity in their brains. Sure enough, he saw that different
patterns of electrical activity occurred with different types of tasks. Berger



and his EEG gave us a whole new insight into how the brain works . . . and
also into how the brain doesn’t work.

During one of his experiments, Berger left the EEG machine on while a
patient was resting between tasks. He noticed that the EEG needles,
responsible for tracing electrical activity in the brain, didn’t stop moving.
Rather, they continued to buzz frenetically. At the time, prevailing wisdom
held that the brain essentially turned off when not performing a concrete
task. But here was Berger, watching his patients’ brains remain extremely
active even when they weren’t actively doing anything.

When Berger published his findings, the part about the brain being
active at rest was largely ignored. Although Berger was quite intrigued by
what was happening when his patients weren't actively working, the rest of
the scientific community was far more concerned with what was happening
when they were.

For the next 70 years, research focused on the task-positive network, or
the network in the brain that is activated when we perform effortful,
attention-demanding tasks. It wasn’t until 2001 that Marcus Raichle, MD, a
neurologist at Washington University in St. Louis, re-engaged with the
puzzling passive activity that Berger had discovered a lifetime ago. Using
fMRI scans to look inside the brain, Raichle found that when people zone
out and daydream, a particular part of the brain consistently became active.
He called this the default-mode network. Interestingly, as soon as Raichle’s
subjects started focusing again, the default-mode network went black and
the task-positive network became active again.

Thanks to the help of more illuminating fMRI technology, unlike
Berger’s discovery from almost a century ago, Raichle’s work prompted
more scientific inquiry on the brain at rest. This body of research shows that
even when it feels like our brains are “off,” a powerful system, the default-
mode network, is running in the background, completely unnoticed by our
conscious awareness. And as we’re about to see, it’s this system—one that
is “on” when we are “off”—that is often responsible for creative insight and
breakthrough.

EUREKA! HOW TO USHER IN CREATIVITY



Reflect on the times when you are most creative. What are you doing when
the answers to tough problems you’ve been grappling with suddenly pop
into your head? Odds are, you aren’t trying to solve them. It’s more likely
that you’re zoning out in the shower. If so, you’d be in the company of
Woody Allen. Allen relies on the shower for creative spark. He says
whenever he is at an impasse, “What will help me is to go upstairs and take
a shower . . . So I’ll take off some of my clothes and make myself an
English muffin or something and try to give myself a little chill so I want to
get in the shower.” When it comes to generating creative thoughts in the
shower, Allen isn’t alone, as evidenced by an entire industry of waterproof
white-boards and notebooks.

If not in the shower, maybe your best ideas come to you when you are
on a run or a walk. Many esteemed philosophers, from Kierkegaard to
Thoreau, held their daily walk as something sacred, the key to generating
new ideas. “Methinks that the moment my legs begin to move, my thoughts
begin to flow,” Thoreau famously penned in his journal.

Or perhaps your epiphany comes when you wake up to use the
bathroom in the middle of the night, or when you first emerge from a nap.
The best inventors often sleep with a notebook on their nightstands.
Thomas Edison was an enthusiastic proponent of power naps. Not because
they helped him catch up on sleep, but because he’d awake from them with
new ideas.

Lin Manuel Miranda, MacArthur Fellowship “genius grant” winner and
creator of the blockbuster Broadway musical Hamilton, puts it like this: “A
good idea doesn’t come when you’re doing a million things. The good idea
comes in the moment of rest. It comes in the shower. It comes when you’re
doodling or playing trains with your son. It’s when your mind is on the
other side of things.”

Piece these interesting anecdotes together and a powerful theme
emerges. Our most profound ideas often come from the small spaces in
between otherwise deliberate thinking: when our brains are at rest. Science
bears this out. Researchers have found that despite spending the vast
majority of our waking hours in effortful thought, over 40 percent of our
creative ideas manifest during breaks.

Most creative discoveries adhere to a standard arc. First, we throw
ourselves into the work, intensely deliberating on a topic. While our
conscious mind gets us pretty far, every so often there is a missing piece we



just can’t figure out no matter how hard we try. When we reach this point,
though it seems counterintuitive, the best thing we can do is stop trying.
Often, if we step away from intentional and active thinking and let our
minds rest instead, the missing piece mysteriously appears. Just like the
wily veteran runner Deena Kastor (whom you met in Chapter 1) said the
magic of her success lies in stepping away from her physical training, the
magic of generating creative ideas lies in stepping away from effortful
thinking. In order to better understand this magic, we must turn to the
difference between the conscious and subconscious minds.

OUR CREATIVE BRAIN

When we are actively working on something, our conscious mind (the task-
positive network) runs the show. It functions in a linear and logical “if-
then” fashion: if this, then that; if not this, then probably not that. In the vast
majority of activities, this sort of linear thinking serves us well. But every
once in a while, we get stuck. We may sit and stare at the computer screen
or the whiteboard trying to figure something out, but so long as we’re still
trying, we’re likely to fail. It’s only when we stop trying that our conscious
mind fades into the background and our subconscious mind (the default-
mode network) takes over.

Our subconscious mind functions in an entirely different manner than
our conscious mind. It breaks from the pattern of linear thinking and works
much more randomly, pulling information from parts of our brain that are
inaccessible when we’re consciously working on something. It is in these
parts of the brain, in the vast forests bordering the narrow “if-then” highway
that our conscious mind runs on, where our -creative ideas lie.
Neuroscientists have found that the subconscious mind is always working,
dully running in the background. But like Raichle discovered, it’s only
when we turn off the conscious mind, shifting into a state of rest, that
insights from the subconscious mind surface.

A mathematician named David Goss, PhD, has firsthand experience
with the phenomenon of creativity emerging during periods of rest. Goss is
professor emeritus of mathematics at Ohio State University and is
internationally recognized for his groundbreaking work in number theory.
He’s spent the past 40 years creating an entirely new mathematical language



in which we can solve problems that cannot be solved in traditional
language. In effect, he created a parallel universe for making impossible
math problems possible. In order to access the creative insights that led him
to develop this parallel universe in math, Goss had to access a parallel
universe in his mind.

Goss’s love for numbers goes back as far as he can remember. In the
early 1970s, when Goss was a freshman at the University of Michigan, he
threw himself fully into math. Math, he told us, was all he could think
about. Although his performance in math classes was extraordinary, it came
at the expense of everything else; he neglected all course work outside of
math. During his junior year it got so bad that his advisor told him he
needed to shape up or ship out. Goss chose the latter, setting sail for
Harvard, where he was welcomed with open arms into a mathematics PhD
program. He told us, “I’ve got a master’s and PhD from Harvard, but no
undergraduate degree. Oh well.”

Relieved of the need to fake it in other disciplines, Goss went on a tear
in math. When he was 23 years old, it struck Goss that math was bounded
by its current structures. “I remember thinking, there’s got to be a better
way, a means to advance math beyond what we think is possible,” Goss
says. This idea, and many of the groundbreaking ones that would follow,
didn’t come to him at the chalkboard. Rather, he says, “All these crazy
ideas came to me via my subconscious. When I was on the exercise bike or
just walking around. Some of these ideas were, in fact, crazy. But others
turned out to be not so crazy at all.” He’d dispose of the crazy ideas the next
day. But the not so crazy ones? They turned into a second language for
math.

There is no doubt about it, Goss has a brilliant conscious mind. But it’s
his subconscious mind, and his courage to step away from work and rest so
that he can tap into it, that deserves equal celebration. “The subconscious is
a crazily powerful thing,” Goss told us. “It’s almost like the sole reason you
do the work is to set the stage for what happens when you step away.”

Although Goss was never a serious athlete, he was following the art of
periodization: stressing his mind and then letting it recover only to find new
ideas, to grow. Goss isn’t the only game-changer who experienced
unprecedented success when he stepped away. Next, we’ll turn to the story
of another great performer, this time a serious athlete, whose courage to rest



yielded a different kind of breakthrough. It’s the story of a runner named
Roger Bannister.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

When you are working on a strenuous mental task and hit an impasse, stop working.
Step away from whatever it is you are doing for at least 5 minutes.

The more stressful the task, the longer your break should be.

For really draining tasks, consider stepping away until the next morning.

During your breaks, if you aren’t sleeping (more on this soon), perform activities that
demand little to no effortful thinking. Though we’ll explore in great detail how to fill
your breaks in Chapter 5, some examples include:

Listening to music
Going on a short walk
Sitting in nature
Taking a shower
Doing the dishes

You may have an “aha” moment of insight during your break. If you do, great. Even if
you don’t have an “aha” moment during your break, your subconscious mind is still at
work. When you return to whatever it is you were doing, you'll be more likely to make
progress.

BREAKTHROUGH

May 6, 1954. Oxford, England. Bang! With the firing of the starter’s gun, in
front of a jam-packed stadium, British track star Roger Bannister started his
assault on the impossible: running a mile in under 4 minutes.

In the 1940s and 1950s, the mile, like the marathon of today, was
running’s most prestigious event. In the same way that today’s running
community can’t stop talking about the possibility of a sub-2-hour
marathon, yesteryear’s running community was obsessed with the quest for
a sub-4-minute mile. The record had been progressively lowered from 4
minutes and 14 seconds (1913) to 4 minutes and 6 seconds (1934) to 4
minutes and 1 second (1945). But there, a single snap of the fingers away
from the epic sub-4-minute mile, the record stood for almost a decade. This
wasn’t for lack of trying. The best runners from all over the world declared
they would run sub-4. Their training was designed specifically to break the



barrier. But, without fail, they all came up short: 4:03, 4:01, 4:04, 4:02. No
one, it seemed, could shave off that final couple of seconds. Physiologists
and physicians began to doubt a sub-4 mile was even possible. Man’s heart
and lungs could not withstand the demands, they reasoned.

Like all the other great runners of the time, Bannister had come close
enough, within mere seconds, to think he could break the barrier. So when
he declared, in early 1954, that he’d go for the record again, Bannister truly
believed he’d get it. But before taking on history, Bannister made what
seemed like a very questionable decision. He abandoned his training plan of
intense intervals on the track and instead drove off to the mountains of
Scotland, only a mere 2 weeks before the race. For days, he and a few
buddies didn’t speak of, let alone see, a track. Instead, they hiked and
climbed in the mountains. They completely checked out of running
psychologically and, to a great extent, physically. While hiking is a great
activity for developing general fitness, it’s a far cry from the blistering 400-
meter repeats that Bannister was accustomed to running on the track. In
other words, relative to his normal routine, Bannister was resting.

Upon returning to England, Bannister once again shocked everyone in
the running community. Instead of immediately hopping on a track in a fit
of compulsion to do some “panic training” in the hopes of making up for
lost time, he continued to rest. For 3 more days, Bannister let his body
recuperate from the demands of the training he’d put in during the months
prior. With just a couple days to go before the record attempt, Bannister
completed a few short workouts to tune his body up, but that was it.
Bannister was physically fresh, and this was a good thing. He would need
every last bit of energy to redefine what was possible in running.

Back on the track in Oxford on May 6, 1954. With only one runner
nearby, Bannister came through the third lap in 3 minutes and 0.7 seconds,
slightly off the sub-4 pace. Ding! When the bell rang signifying the final
lap, Bannister burst into a maddening drive. As he slowly pulled away from
the field, everyone in the crowd rose to their feet: 3:40, 3:41, 3:42. . . .
Down the final straightaway, the energy was palpable, fans screaming at the
top of their lungs . . . 3:54, 3:55. . . . As Bannister crossed the finish line,
unaware of anything other than how hard he was pushing himself, the
crowd roared. The stadium announcer, Norris McWhirter, who would go on
to found the Guinness World Records, burst onto the loudspeaker with his
most memorable call:



Ladies and gentlemen, here is the result of event nine, the one
mile: first, number 41, R.G. Bannister, Amateur Athletic
Association and formerly of Exeter and Merton Colleges, Oxford,
with a time which is a new meeting and track record, and which—
subject to ratification—will be a new English native, British
national, all-comers, European, British Empire and world record.
The time was three . . .

The crowd erupted and the rest of the announcement faded into oblivion. In
3 minutes, 59 and 4/10 of a second, Roger Bannister had broken one of the
greatest barriers in human history. And it was in no small part due to his
courage to rest.

Although Bannister’s escape to the woods is a bit extreme, the notion of
taking breaks to facilitate physical growth is anything but that. We asked
Matt Dixon, a preeminent coach of the world’s top triathletes, what
separates the best from the rest. The answer, he told us, is the rest. Sure, it
takes a sage like Dixon to effectively balance training across triathlon’s
three disciplines (swim, bike, run), but Dixon’s real magic is how he
convinces his athletes to rest.

No different than professionals in any other highly demanding industry,
triathletes are eager to push. They see their competition putting in endless
hours of training and feel like there is always something more they could be
doing. Unlike in pure running, where athletes often show restraint for fear
of broken bones, triathlon includes the nonimpact sports of swimming and
cycling. In these sports, athletes see little reason to hold themselves back,
and many don’t. As a result, triathletes, perhaps more than any other type of
athlete, suffer from overtraining syndrome and burnout. But not so with
Dixon’s athletes.

Dixon tells us, somewhat reluctantly, that he has become known as the
“recovery coach.” This is in no small part because so many overtrained
athletes, beaten down and on the brink of burnout, turn to Dixon to save
their careers. Dixon says that the hardest part of getting athletes to rest is
convincing them that doing so will benefit them more than additional
training. Once they make that jump, he says, then it’s easy: “The athletes
start gaining more fitness and performing better than ever before.” For the



first time in their careers, he told us, “They are giving their bodies time and
space to adapt to the training stress.”
In order to help his athletes make this crucial jump, Dixon frames rest

as an active choice.”> When Dixon writes training plans for Ironman
triathletes, there are no “easy” or “off” days. There are, however, plenty of
“supporting sessions.” By framing rest as something that supports growth
and adaption, Dixon’s athletes stop viewing rest as passive, as “not
training.” And just like that, rest becomes as productive as an additional
workout. This simple shift in mindset enables Dixon to do what so few
coaches can: convince his athletes to rest. Like Bannister, Dixon’s athletes
show up to big races not just fitter but also fresher than their competitors.
They win major races not because they train harder than their competitors,
but because they rest harder than their competitors.

In a society that glorifies grinding, short-term gains and pushing to
extremes, it takes guts to rest. Just as Dixon does with the triathletes he
coaches, perhaps we should all reframe rest. Rest isn’t lazily slothing
around; it’s an active process in which physical and psychological growth
occurs. To reap the benefits of stress, you need to rest.

In the next chapter, we turn to the question of what, exactly, is the best
way to rest. We’ll present the science behind rest breaks of wvarious
durations—from short pauses throughout the day to the critical importance
of sleep to extended vacations—and explain how you can strategically
maximize the unique benefits of each type. It is our hope that when you see
how practical and powerful these breaks can be, you’ll feel better about
actively choosing to take them.

1 Name has been changed to protect our friend’s identity.

2 Dixon is taking advantage of something behavioral scientists call the commission bias, or
our innate preference for action over inaction.
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REST LIKE THE BEST

In Chapter 3, we discussed the benefits of athletics-style interval training in
pursuits far beyond athletics. We also touched upon a large body of research
demonstrating how, regardless of the task at hand, our output begins to
suffer after 2 consecutive hours of hard work. We learned that we do our
best work in cycles of intense effort followed by short breaks. In Chapter 4,
we explored the practice of mindfulness, and discussed the value of
stepping away from our work so as to engage the creative power of our
subconscious mind. There are many ways to step away from our work of
course, and not all of them are created equal. Browsing social media, for
example, isn’t nearly as effective as taking a walk.

Let’s now turn to the unique benefits of different kinds of breaks,
supported by the stories of great performers and the latest science. We’ll
start by considering short breaks that you can use throughout the day, and
we’ll end by examining the value (and challenge) of extended periods of
rest. Think of what follows as a menu of “rest” options from which you can
strategically choose.

WALKING BREAKS

In his book The War of Art, award-winning author Steven Pressfield writes
of his walks: “I take a pocket tape recorder because I know that as my
surface mind empties with the walk, another part of me will chime in and
start talking . . . The word ‘leer’ on page 342 should be ‘ogle’ instead; You
repeated yourself in Chapter 21. The last sentence is just like the one in the
middle of Chapter 7.” As you learned in the previous chapter, Pressfield is



not alone. Many of the best writers and thinkers have sworn by their
walking breaks.

Taking a stroll isn’t just useful for creatives like writers, artists, and
inventors. When Brad was working on complicated financial models at
McKinsey & Company, he’d take walks throughout the day, especially
when he felt stuck. Almost without fail, what he couldn’t figure out while
staring at the screen popped into his mind during or immediately following
a walk.

Stepping away from your work takes a lot of guts, especially when
you’re on a tight deadline. Sometimes you simply don’t have the time to
walk very far. The good news is that even short walks can provide big
benefits.

In a study cleverly titled Give Your Ideas Some Legs: The Positive
Effect of Walking on Creative Thinking, researchers from Stanford
University examined the effects of a short walking break. They instructed
subjects to take short walking breaks outdoors, indoors, or not at all.
Following their walk, they assessed participants’ creativity. They asked
them to generate as many nontraditional uses as possible for common items.
For example, a tire could be used as a floatation device, as a basketball
hoop, or as a swing. (This is called a Guilford’s Alternate Uses Test and is a
commonly used method for measuring creativity.) Those who took as brief
as a 6-minute walk outdoors increased creativity by more than 60 percent
versus those who had remained seated at their desks. Although walking
outdoors yielded the most pronounced benefits, those who walked indoors
still generated about 40 percent more creative ideas than those who didn’t
walk at all. This suggests that even if you can’t walk outside (e.g., it’s
winter, there are no sidewalks nearby, etc.), taking a few laps around the
office or hopping on a treadmill is still highly beneficial.

At first, the researchers suspected that increased bloodflow to the brain
was the culprit behind the walks’ benefits. However, it appears that the
benefits might also stem from the interplay between walking and attention.
Since walking requires just enough coordination to occupy the part of our
brain responsible for effortful thinking, it ever so slightly distracts our
conscious mind. As a result, when walking, it’s easier to tap into our
creative engine, our subconscious. This explains why walking tends to be
more effective at fostering creativity than other movements that require
greater focus and coordination, like dancing or lifting weights. Walking



occupies us just enough to help us stop thinking about whatever it is we
were working on, but not too much as to prevent mind-wandering. It’s the
perfect gateway into the subconscious mind and for stimulating creative
insight that can help us overcome mental gridlock.

In addition to the cognitive benefits, walking breaks are also great for
physical health. You’ve probably heard by now that “sitting is the new
smoking.” Long, uninterrupted bouts of sitting are awful for your health,
and sitting can even undo gains from exercise. Fortunately, the latest
science shows that taking just a 2-minute walk every hour is protective
against many of sitting’s ill effects. One study showed that these short
walks reduce the risk of premature death (i.e., “all-cause mortality,” or any
cause of death) by 33 percent. In ancient Greece, when Athenian culture
was flourishing and at its peak, Plato and his contemporaries didn’t separate
physical from intellectual education and development. These wise
philosophers were on to something that we are now rediscovering: Sound
mind and sound body go hand in hand.

ALL NATURAL

In 2008, a University of Michigan psychologist named Marc Berman, PhD,
sought to explore why so many great creators, from DaVinci to Darwin,
reported being inspired by nature. To test whether there is truly a strong
connection between nature and creativity, Berman enlisted undergraduate
students and divided them into two groups. Both groups went through the
same initial series of rigorous cognitive tasks. After finishing, one of the
groups took a break in a secluded park while the other group took a break in
a busy urban setting. On a subsequent series of challenging cognitive tasks,
the students who took a break in a natural setting outperformed those who
took their break in an urban setting.

Perhaps you’re thinking: “Okay, but accessing a secluded park in the
middle of the day isn’t so easy.” Worry not—simply looking at pictures of
nature can help. In a second experiment, Berman had students go through
the same process just described, only this time, rather than go outside, they
were instructed to view pictures (for just 6 minutes) of either natural or
urban areas. The result was the same: The students who viewed pictures of
nature significantly outperformed their urban-viewing counterparts.



Berman hypothesizes that nature inherently makes us feel good and
improves our mood, thereby hastening our transition from the stress of hard
work to a more restful state and promoting mind-wandering and subsequent
creativity. Even if all you can manage is switching windows on your
computer, try browsing a National Geographic or Outside magazine story
with pictures of nature rather than your Facebook or Twitter feed.

Exposure to nature not only helps with creativity, but it may also lower
levels of Interleukin-6 (IL-6), a molecule associated with inflammation in
the body. Lower levels of IL-6 can prevent the harmful, chronic type of
inflammation that often sidelines serious athletes. According to a study
published in the journal Emotion, more than any other positive feeling, awe,
an emotion commonly brought about by nature, is linked to lower levels of
IL-6. We asked the lead author of the study, Jennifer Stellar, PhD, what
might be going on here. How can something as simple as being in nature, or
even just looking at pictures of nature, change our biology? Stellar told us
that “experiencing awe makes us feel more connected to the universe and
more humble.” These feelings, she says, “probably help to ‘switch off’ our
stress response, in turn lessening inflammation.”

After your next hard workout or stressful day at the office, consider
sitting in a park before you rush into an ice bath, pop anti-inflammatory
drugs, or take the latest and greatest relaxation supplement. As Cheryl
Strayed’s mother said in the popular book and movie Wild, when you are
feeling down, “Put yourself in the way of beauty.”

MEDITATION

Earlier we discussed how mindfulness meditation, the practice of sitting and
focusing on only your breath, can help hasten the transition from stress to
rest. Mindfulness meditation strengthens the prefrontal cortex, which is the
part of your brain that lets you choose how to respond to stress. Thus, we
recommend a daily meditation practice to train your mindful muscle. In
addition, unplanned, on-the-spot meditation can also be valuable during
short breaks from physically or mentally taxing work.

Whether you are tense because you are cranking out a memo on a tight
deadline or because you are cranking out heavy sets in the weight room,
mindfulness meditation can help improve your performance. The feeling of



being wound up is the physiological manifestation of the mind bracing for a
threat, and it enters into stress mode. If you remain stressed after taking a
break (by stepping away from the keyboard or the barbell), you will lose
much of the break’s effectiveness. It’s not hard to tell if your break is being
hijacked by lingering stress. You generally feel it in your shoulders (are
they raised?), forearms (are they flexed?), and jaw (is it clenched?). If you
experience these sensations, you might want to consider a short bout of
mindfulness meditation. Sit down in a comfortable position, close your
eyes, and take 10 deep breaths, in and out through your nose. Focus on only
the sensation of your breath. Physical pain, tightness, and negative thoughts
may arise. If they do, do not ignore them. Rather, acknowledge them non-
judgmentally, let them go, and then return to focusing on your breath.

After you’ve taken 10 breaths, you could continue focusing exclusively
on your breath for the duration of your break. Or, you could consider
transitioning to a technique called “open-monitoring” meditation,
sometimes referred to as a “body scan.” In open-monitoring meditation,
though you continue to breathe rhythmically, you shift your focus from
your breath to various parts of your body. Start at your feet and work your
way up. Focus on the feeling of your toes in your shoes, your skin against a
chair (or your clothes), your muscles loosening, and your heart beating.
Studies show that just 7 to 10 minutes of open-monitoring meditation aids

in both physiological recovery and creativity."

SOCIAL RECOVERY

One of us (Steve) has tried numerous ways of expediting recovery in the
athletes he coaches after intense training sessions, but by far the most
effective is social interaction. That’s right—Steve’s secret isn’t massage,
compression, or cryotherapy. It’s cultivating fun and laid-back
environments where his athletes can hang out with each other. Following
competitions or especially challenging practices, Steve more or less
mandates his athletes attend team breakfasts, lunches, or movie/game
nights. Fascinating new science backs him up.

The ratio of the hormones testosterone to cortisol acts as a good
indicator of systemic recovery (the higher this ratio, the better). A study out
of Bangor University in the UK found this ratio was higher in athletes who



went through their post-game analysis in a social environment with friends
than in athletes who went through it in a neutral environment with
strangers. What’s more is that the group in the social environment actually
performed better in competition a week later. The lead author on this study,
Christian Cook, PhD, professor of physiology and elite performance at
Bangor University, told us that “a friendly post-exercise setting—
particularly being able to talk, joke, and debrief with other athletes—seems
to help with recovery and future performance.”

When we shared this with Kelly McGonigal, PhD, (the Stanford
University professor and stress expert you met in Chapter 3), she wasn’t
surprised. “The basic biology of feeling connected to others has profound
effects on stress physiology,” McGonigal told us. The positive effects of
social connection include increasing heart rate variability (HRV), shifting
the nervous system into recovery mode, and releasing hormones such as
oxytocin and vasopressin that have anti-inflammatory and antioxidant
properties. “What’s even crazier,” says McGonigal, “is that oxytocin helps
your heart repair. It’s pretty poetic that feeling connected to others literally
fixes a broken heart.”

Although you can use social recovery throughout the day, it’s only
effective if the environment is relaxed. Going to coffee with a colleague
only to discuss work won’t do you much good. That’s why we recommend
this strategy for the end of your workday. But that doesn’t mean it’s easy.
When we are feeling stressed, often our natural inclination is to retreat
inward and wall ourselves off from the outside world. In the worst cases,
the stress lingers and grows and we put ourselves at risk for a vicious cycle
of rumination: Just ask an athlete who finished an intense training session
and isn’t feeling so good about it; an artist who got nothing done at the
studio; or a businessperson who had a rough day at the office. Even though
we may not always want to be sociable, the benefits of surrounding
ourselves with friends and kicking back are enormous, especially following
demanding situations.

Yes, that’s right, we just provided you with the scientific basis for
getting drinks with friends. (Note: We did not say “happy hour.” Happy
hour tends to be a time when people who work together go out to
commiserate about work. As such, far too often these hours are generally
not very happy. Go hang out with your friends instead.)



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Have the courage to takes breaks throughout the day, especially when you are stuck
or feeling unbearable stress; the more intense the work, the more frequent the
breaks.

Take a walk lasting at least 6 minutes to increase creativity and decrease the ill
effects of sitting. If you can, walk outdoors, but even taking a few laps around the
office provides big benefits.

Put yourself in the way of beauty. Being in nature, or even just looking at pictures of
nature, helps with the transition from stress to rest and promotes creative thinking.

Meditate. Begin with a few mindful breaths, focusing only on the breath. Then,
consider shifting to open-monitoring meditation, scanning your body and shifting your
awareness to all of its sensations.

Hang out with friends! At the end of hard work—be it with your body or your mind—
surrounding yourself with friends in a laid-back environment fundamentally alters your
biology from stress to rest.

SLEEP

If you often feel tired, and know that you just don’t get enough sleep, you
have company. Lots of company. About 195 million Americans, to be exact.
That’s right, a whopping 65 percent of Americans get less than the
medically recommended 7 to 9 hours of sleep each night. Forty percent
sleep less than 6 hours. This wasn’t always the case. In 1942, the average
American slept 7.9 hours every night. Today, that number is down to 6.8
hours.

Much, if not all, of our collective sleep loss is related to the
technologies that keep us connected at all times and allow us to work at all
hours. We feel compelled to be online and pressured to do more and more
work. “There just aren’t enough hours in the day,” we tell ourselves, so
we’ve taken to working in the night. This is particularly true in the business
world, where we far too often hear stories venerating CEOs who “need only
4 hours of sleep.” (A different story emerges when you ask these CEOs how
happy they are with their lives, or when you examine their tenures.) In
reality, working immediately prior to bedtime is an awful idea. That’s



because even if we finish the work at a reasonable hour, the screens we
stare at actually keep us up for hours thereafter.

Most digital devices with screens, be it computers, smartphones, iPads,
or televisions—in other words, pretty much everything that we peer into in
the evening—emit something called blue light. Of all the types of artificial
light that mess with sleep, the blue variety is by far the worst. While we can
rebound from being in a room where the light bulbs are on, it’s much harder
to rebound from staring at a screen. Blue light throws our circadian rhythm
(the body’s natural clock) completely out of whack. Depending on when we
are exposed to it, blue light can shift our internal clocks by up to six time
zones. This is why when you have a creative idea in the middle of the night,
it’s best to write it down on a paper notebook and not run to your computer
to start working on it. This should also serve as a warning against the
increasingly common habit of checking smartphones throughout the night.

In a recent study examining the ill effects of blue light, Harvard
researchers had participants read from either a traditional book or a blue
light—emitting e-book 4 hours prior to going to bed. After just 5 consecutive
days of reading in this manner, the differences between the two groups were
stark. Those who read the e-book reported feeling far less sleepy when it
was time to go to bed. This feeling was rooted in their biochemistry. Unlike
those who read from a traditional book, the e-book readers experienced a
90-minute delay in their bodies’ release of melatonin, the hormone that
makes us feel sleepy. Although they hadn’t traveled across time zones, their
bodies’ internal clocks thought they had. Their circadian rhythms had
shifted dramatically, making it harder for them to fall asleep and making
them feel less rested (and more groggy) upon waking up. Most worrisome
is that these effects resulted from just 5 days of using a blue light—emitting
device 4 hours before bedtime. Not to mention, these profound effects came
from reading for pleasure. You could imagine the results would be far
worse if the task was sending emails or working on deadline documents.
Blue light alone is detrimental. Combine blue light with a racing mind, and
it becomes easier to understand why we’re sleeping less than ever.

At the end of this section we are going to recommend that you limit
blue light prior to bedtime and provide you with a handful of other tips to
get a better night’s sleep, but first we are obliged to turn a common notion
on its head. We think we are missing out on a lot by sleeping, but in fact we
are missing out on far more by not sleeping. Sleep is one of the most



productive things we can do. We don’t grow when we’re in the gym or
when we’re immersed in our work: We grow in our sleep.

Sleep and Our Growing Mind

We can put in all the work in the world while we’re awake, but if we don’t
sleep, much of its value is lost. Literally. That’s because one of sleep’s
foremost benefits is the role it plays in how we consolidate and store—that
is, how we remember—new information. Sleep’s critical role in learning is
a rather new discovery. Robert Stickgold, MD, PhD, a preeminent sleep
researcher at Harvard, told the New Yorker magazine that until recently,
people thought “the only known function of sleep was to cure sleepiness.”
That’s changed quite a bit since the turn of the century, and in no small part
thanks to Stickgold’s research.

In 2000, Stickgold published the results of a clever experiment that
would forever change how we think about sleep. Stickgold invited three
groups of people to immerse themselves in the computer game Tetris,
playing for 7 hours a day, 3 days straight. One group had played Tetris
before, another group was familiar with the game, and a third group
couldn’t remember whether they’d played before—they literally had severe
amnesia.

During each of the experiment’s 3 nights, the study participants were
awoken repeatedly and asked to recall what they’d been dreaming about.
Most of the time, the answer was Tetris. Even the amnesiacs reported
dreaming of Tetris. Although they couldn’t remember anything about the
experiment the following day, the amnesiacs did remember having dreamed
of falling shapes and patterns. Stickgold proved that during sleep, on a very
deep level we process the experiences and information that we gather while
we are awake. When we sleep, and in particular when we dream, the brain
goes through the countless things we were exposed to throughout the day—
the cars we saw in a parking lot, the story arc of the TV show we watched,
the ideas we generated, the new people we met, and so forth—and decides
what is worth storing in memory. It also figures out where in our web of
knowledge to store these things.

Since Stickgold’s foundational study, numerous others have also
demonstrated that we assess, consolidate, and retain information in our



sleep. We now know that sleep isn’t just important for processing
intellectual knowledge, but for how we encode emotional experiences, too.
In all our conversations with artists, sleep was linked to periods of high
creativity and emotional fire. This isn’t at all surprising. Research shows
that sleep enhances the vividness of how we process and recall emotional
events. As a matter of fact, given all of the emotional activity that happens
in our sleep, scientists are beginning to wonder if insomnia is not only the
result of many mood disorders but also a cause. Much like sleep helps us
make sense of information, it also helps us make sense of our emotions.

Sleep also impacts our self-control. In a review of numerous studies,
researchers from Clemson University found that chronically sleep-deprived
individuals have less self-control and are at increased risk for “succumbing
to impulsive desires, poor attentional capacity, and compromised decision
making.” People who don’t get enough sleep (7 to 9 hours per night)
perform worse on just about anything that requires effort and attention,
whether that means solving complex problems, learning a new skill, or
sticking to a diet. It’s as if sleep not only helps you get the most out of what
you did today, but also gives you the energy for the challenges you aspire to
take on tomorrow. In the words of Matt Dixon, the triathlon coach who
espouses the value of rest, sleep is the most important “supporting session”
there is.

Almost all of sleep’s benefits occur in the later stages, mainly during
something called REM, or rapid eye movement. We spend only about 20 to
25 percent of our total sleep time in REM. And, in an interesting twist, the
longer we sleep, the greater the proportion of it is in REM. That’s because
REM time increases with each sleep cycle. In other words, there are
increasing marginal returns to sleep. Hours 7 to 9—the hours that the
majority of us never get—are actually the most powerful.

Yet again, “rest” proves to be anything but passive. As one of our
favorite science writers, Maria Konnikova, put it in her wonderful New

Yorker magazine series on sleep,” “As we sleep, our brains replay, process,
learn, and extract meaning. In a sense, they think.”

Let’s pause for just a moment to reflect upon this in the context of the
equation stress + rest = growth. During our waking hours we expose
ourselves to all kinds of psychological stimulus (stress), and during our
sleep (rest) we make sense of it all. As a result, we’re literally more evolved



when we wake up the next morning. In our sleep, we grow. And we grow
not just our cognitive and emotional muscles but our physical ones, too.

Sleep and Our Growing Body

Over the past few years, Brad has had the privilege of interviewing more
than 40 world-class athletes for a series in Outside magazine on the habits
of great performers. These individuals include some of the world’s best
runners, skiers, cyclists, surfers, kayakers, and climbers. To Brad’s surprise,
he found a fair amount of variability in their daily habits. Some do yoga
religiously, others have never stretched before. Some are gluten-free
vegans, others make red meat the centerpiece of their diets. Some take ice
baths, others favor heat. One topic where there is complete conformity,
however, is sleep. The best athletes in the world all prioritize sleep just as
much as they prioritize their hardest training sessions and their most
important competitions. Three-time Ironman world champion and course
record holder Mirinda Carfrae told Brad, “Sleep might be the most
important thing I do.” She was being serious, and for good reason.
According to the latest performance science, most of us could benefit from
adopting Carfrae’s mindset.

As you learned in Chapter 2, when we stress our bodies, they enter into
something called a “catabolic” state. Our muscles, and even our bones,
break down on a micro scale. The hormone cortisol is released, telling our
body, “Help! We can’t handle this stress.” We become tired and sore, which
is the body’s natural way of informing us it’s time to take a rest. If we
neglect rest and keep pushing, the breakdown continues and, eventually, our
health and performance suffer. But if we listen and allow the body to rest, it
shifts from a catabolic state to an anabolic one, in which the body repairs
and rebuilds so that it can come back stronger. This is to say that the stress
of hard physical training breaks us down, and it is only when we follow
stress with rest that adaptation and growth occurs. This is especially true
with sleeping, which is a catalyst for physical growth. Just as the brain is
actively processing the work we’ve done throughout the day, when we sleep
the body is doing the same.

Once we’ve been sleeping for at least an hour, anabolic hormones start
to flood our system. Testosterone and human growth hormone (HGH), both



of which are integral to muscle and bone growth, are released after the first
REM cycle and stay elevated until we wake. These hormones increase
protein synthesis, or the generation of proteins specifically designed to

facilitate physical repair.> This means much of the protein athletes eat,
diligently counted gram by gram throughout the day, goes to waste if they
aren’t sleeping enough.

Similar to the benefits of sleep for our brains, the benefits of sleep for
our bodies also increase the longer we sleep. This is because with each
additional sleep cycle we receive another pulse of powerful anabolic
hormones. In other words, you can get more of the same hormones that
countless athletes have risked their health, reputations, and careers for (by
injecting synthetic steroids, aka doping) simply by sleeping for a few
additional hours. Of course, the testosterone and HGH released when you
sleep are not synthetic, and they are balanced by other naturally occurring
hormones. Unlike illegal steroids, they are great for your health. If you’ve
been searching for the fountain of youth or taking all sorts of crazy
supplements, you can stop now. Instead, simply get under the covers and
close your eyes.

With all these benefits, it’s no wonder the best athletes in the world
prioritize sleep. It’s not that they sleep because they are elite. They are elite
because they sleep.

Unfortunately, far too many active people don’t follow the example set
by the best athletes. Instead, they fall into a trap of thinking that it’s better
to get in just a bit more training and they sacrifice sleep to do so. This kind
of thinking is especially prevalent in very busy people, like amateur athletes
(busy with jobs) and student athletes (busy with school). Don’t get us
wrong: You absolutely need to train hard to get better. Without the stimulus
of stress, you can rest all you want and there still won’t be growth. But
sneaking in that extra hour of training at the expense of sleep is rarely a
good idea.

One place that understands the value of sleep for busy athletes is
Stanford University. In a 2011 study, players on the varsity basketball team
were told to maintain their usual sleep routine for a 2- to 4-week period
during which baseline performance data was collected. Measures of
performance specific to basketball—things such as sprint speed, shooting
accuracy, and reaction time—were recorded after every practice. After the
initial baseline period, the players were told to focus on getting as much



sleep as possible for the next 6 to 7 weeks. The researchers asked the
athletes to strive for a minimum of 10 hours, promising they’d see
performance benefits. The hoop stars listened: On average, they slept for an
additional 1 hour and 50 minutes every night. Following the sleep extension
period, the players were retested on all the performance measures. The
results were profound. They sprinted 4 percent faster, shot both free throws
and three-pointers with 9 percent better accuracy, and demonstrated
significantly faster reaction time. Remember, these weren’t middle school
or even high school kids. These were athletes at a Division I powerhouse.
This level of performance enhancement was nothing short of extraordinary.
The extra sleep also translated to wins on the court. In 2011 (the year of the
study) the Stanford team won 26 games (up from just 15 the previous year)
and won the National Invitation Tournament (NIT) title. They followed that
with an NCAA Sweet 16 appearance in 2012 and another NIT title in 2014.

To prove this wasn’t a fluke, the same researchers replicated the
experiment with varsity swimmers. The results were the same. After the
period of extended sleep, the swimmers’ performance skyrocketed. They
sprinted faster, reacted quicker off the blocks, improved turn time, and
increased kick-stroke volume. According to the lead author on the studies,
Cheri Mah, “Many of the Stanford coaches are definitely more aware of the
importance of sleep. Coaches have even started to adjust their practice and
traveling schedules to allow for proper sleep habits. For many athletes and
coaches, this study was the first time they truly understood how large of an
impact sleep can have on their performance and results.” If an institution
with one of the best combination of athletes and researchers in the entire
world says we should sleep more to improve our physical performance,
then perhaps we should listen.

Napping

Regardless of what all the “life hackers” may tell you, napping does not
make up for insufficient nighttime sleep. You can’t nap your way to growth,
be it physical or psychological. That said, napping does help restore energy
and concentration during midday lulls, so it’s a strategy worth considering
for long and intense days.



A growing body of research demonstrates that naps can improve
performance, alertness, concentration, and judgment. Given these attributes
are all critical for those on a space station orbiting the earth, it should come
as no surprise that NASA became interested in learning about the benefits
of napping. When NASA scientists conducted studies on astronauts, they
discovered that a 25-minute nap improved judgment by 35 percent and
vigilance by 16 percent. No surprise, then, that NASA encourages afternoon
snoozes. In another study, and one more relevant to most of our earthly
situations, researchers pitted napping against coffee. They found that
individuals who took a nap of 15 to 20 minutes awoke with more alertness
and went on to perform better during the remainder of the day than those
who, instead of napping, drank 150 milligrams of caffeine, or about the
same amount in a Starbucks grande-size coffee.

When we take short naps, the part of our brain that is always on when
we are awake has the opportunity to take a break. Much like a fatigued
muscle rejuvenates during a short breather, so, too, does this part of our
brain. In a critical review on the efficacy of napping, sleep scientists found
that a 10-minute nap yields the greatest benefits, though most experts say
anything under 30 minutes is effective. Even if you don’t actually
experience the sensation of falling asleep, simply closing your eyes can
help switch your active brain off, allowing it to recover. Staying asleep for
more than 30 minutes, however, can be counterproductive. This is because
with longer naps we run the risk of waking up feeling even groggier and
more sluggish than before we fell asleep. This condition, called “sleep
inertia,” occurs when we are awoken in the middle of a deep sleep cycle.
The grogginess is the body and brain’s natural way of telling us to go back
to sleep so it can finish what it started. (Hence the term “inertia.”) Deep
sleep generally doesn’t begin until after about 30 minutes, which is why

experts suggest making that the upper limit for a nap’s duration.*

The next time you are fighting to keep your eyes open in the mid-to-late
afternoon, experiment with taking a short snooze. Forward-thinking
companies like Google and Apple have designated nap rooms. Some of the
best thinkers in history, including Albert Einstein and Winston Churchill,
were big proponents of the midday nap.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Sleep is productive.

Aim for at least 7 to 9 hours of sleep per night. For those doing intense physical
activity, 10 hours is not too much.

The best way to figure out the right amount of sleep for you is to spend 10 to 14 days
going to sleep when you are tired and waking up without an alarm clock. Take the
average sleep time. That's what you need.

For a better night's sleep, follow these tips, consolidated from the world’s leading
researchers:

Ensure you expose yourself to natural (i.e., non-electric) light throughout the day.
This will help you maintain a healthy circadian rhythm.

Exercise. Vigorous physical activity makes us tired. When we are tired, we sleep.
But don’t exercise too close to bedtime.

Limit caffeine intake, and phase it out completely 5 to 6 hours prior to your
bedtime.

Only use your bed for sleep and sex. Not for eating, watching television, working
on your laptop, or anything else. The one exception is reading a paper book prior
to bed.

Don't drink alcohol close to bedtime. Although alcohol can hasten the onset of
sleep, it often disrupts the later and more important stages.

Limit blue light exposure in the evening.

Don't start working on hard, stressful activities—be them mental or physical—after
dinner.

If you struggle with a racing mind, try inserting a brief mindfulness meditation
session prior to bed.

When you feel yourself getting drowsy, don't fight it. Whatever you are doing can
wait until the morning.

Keep your room as dark as possible. If feasible, consider black-out blinds.
Keep your smartphone OUT of the bedroom entirely. Not on silent. Out.

Try taking a nap of 10 to 30 minutes to help restore energy and focus if you hit a mid-
afternoon lull.

EXTENDED BREAKS

At the end of this year, Bernard Lagat, one of the best American runners
ever, will take a break. For 5 weeks, he’ll hang up his sneakers and
complete little to no exercise. This isn’t something new or brought about by



old age for this 43-year-old athlete. If anything, part of the reason Lagat,
who has run in five Olympics and won two world championships, remains
atop the international running scene is because of this break, which he’s
been taking every year since 1999. “Rest,” Lagat says, “is a good thing.”

Lagat credits his annual respite with keeping him physically and
psychologically healthy over the years. The extended shutdown period
allows his body to recuperate from grinding 80-mile running weeks.
Although Lagat’s year-end break might be the longest, nearly all his peers
at the top of running take similar ones, ranging from 10 days to 5 weeks.
Olympic 1500-meter silver medalist Leo Manzano recently told the Wall
Street Journal that he, too, needs at least a month to recover from the
season. His reasoning is simple: “It feels like I’ve been going nonstop since
November.”

Take a moment and ask yourself: Have you ever felt like Manzano? If
so, did you take a month off? Did you even take the weekend off? As we
discussed in the Introduction of this book, for the vast majority of
Americans the answer to both of those questions is no. We consistently
work on weekends and rarely use all our paid time off, let alone take
extended vacations. Instead, we get trapped into thinking that if we’re not
always working hard, we’ll be surpassed by the competition. Our misguided
thinking is the result of years of conditioning. We (i.e., Brad and Steve)
both remember growing up to the tune of popular inspirational quotes like,
“When you are not practicing, remember somewhere someone else is, and if
you meet him, he will win.” Unfortunately, we’ve lost the notion of smart
work at the expense of hard work, which somehow almost always gets
confused with more work.

But here’s the thing: If we never take “easy” periods, we are never able
to go full throttle and the “hard” periods end up being not that hard at all.
We get stuck in a gray zone, never really stressing ourselves but never
really resting either. This vicious cycle is often referred to by a much less
vicious name—“going through the motions”—but it’s a huge problem
nonetheless. That’s because few people grow when they are going through
the motions. In order to give it our all, and do so over a long time horizon
without burning out, we’ve got to be more like Bernard Lagat: Every now
and then, we’ve got to take it really easy. In addition to his year-end break,
Lagat also takes an off-day at the end of every hard training week. On his
off-days, Lagat doesn’t even think about running. Instead, he engages only



in activities that relax and restore both his body and mind such as massage,
light stretching, watching his favorite TV shows, drinking wine, and
playing with his kids.

We are not suggesting that you haphazardly take off-days and extended
vacations. Rather, in the same spirit that Lagat does, we are recommending
that you strategically insert longer periods of rest to follow longer periods
of stress. The modern Monday through Friday workweek was, in essence,
founded upon that premise. The concept of a “weekend” was devised in the
early 1900s to accommodate both the Christian and Jewish Sabbaths, the
religious versions of rest days. Today, however, too few of us observe the
Sabbath—either religiously or symbolically. Alternatively, we continue
working on the same projects we were working on during the week or add
additional stressors in other dimensions of our lives. Few of us rest on the
weekends.

There is a high cost of neglecting to rest on the weekends: The quality
of the work we do during the week suffers, leaving us feeling pressured to
work on Saturday and Sunday just to catch up. We get caught in the vicious
cycle: not enough stress to demand rest, not enough rest to support real
stress. If you are stuck in this cycle right now, try ending it this coming
weekend. Give yourself at least one day off, in which you completely
disconnect from your work and other similar stressors. The benefits are
significant and scientific. Studies show that vigor and performance increase
following a rest day, and the more someone actually rests on the weekend,
the more effort they expend during the week. If you feel like the ability to
take an off-day is out of your control, show this book to your boss and use it
to start a sincere discussion about how you need to rest in order to work
your best. Nothing makes us more upset than illogical organizations that
demand too much and as a result never get enough.

During the process of writing this book, we held each other to taking at
least one off-day a week. On that day we didn’t write or research a word.
Without fail, our strongest writing days occurred on either the next day or 2
days later. (Brad’s off-days were generally on Monday. He wrote best on
Tuesday and Wednesday.) That we said 2 days later is worth noting.
Sometimes it can take both the body and the mind a day to get back into the
swing of things. This is why prior to a big Sunday race, many athletes rest
on Friday and do a light workout on Saturday to “wake their body up.” This
is also why some of the savviest professionals schedule big meetings on



Tuesdays instead of Mondays. Some people snap right back from a break,
but others take a bit more time. It doesn’t take long to figure out which
category you fall into, and once you do, a well-timed rest day yields
enormous dividends. Rest days allow you to recover from the accumulated
stress of the recent past and revitalize you so that you can push harder in the
near future.

While rest days are good bridges from week to week, sometimes the
body and mind need a longer break. Much like rest days should be
strategically timed to follow accumulated stress, so, too, should vacations,
albeit on a larger scale. Lagat doesn’t take his 5-week hiatus in the middle
of the season. He waits until after his last race of the year, when his body
and mind are admittedly worn down. For musicians, this may mean taking a
break after 50 days on tour or working arduously to complete a record. For
visual and material artists, this may mean taking a break after a gallery
opening or finishing up an especially challenging piece or series of works.
And for intellectuals and business professionals, this may mean timing
breaks to follow long periods of work, like the publication of a journal
article or book, or the completion of a major investment deal.

We would be remiss not to acknowledge that all kinds of situational
factors—from family obligations to financial pressures to workplace
policies—can make it hard to intentionally time extended vacations. But to
the extent that you can, we encourage you to be thoughtful about when you
take your breaks. Research shows that breaks lasting 7 to 10 days have
positive effects on motivation, well-being, and health that last up to a
month. Other studies have shown that a week-long vacation can diminish or
even completely eliminate burnout. But here’s the catch: If the conditions
that led to burnout in the first place aren’t resolved, the symptoms of
burnout inevitably return just a few weeks later.

This is an important insight. It means that contrary to common belief,
extended breaks are not a saving grace that allow people with unsustainable
workloads to magically bounce back all chipper. Rather than viewing
vacations as a last-ditch tool to save someone on the edge, it’s better to
think of extended breaks as part of a broader “rest” strategy that includes
mini-breaks, sound sleep, and off-days. In other words, when it comes to a
comprehensive “rest” strategy, vacations are not the cake—they are merely
the icing on top of it, a chance to more fully regroup after accumulating
stress so we can come back stronger and better than before. When Lagat



finishes a season, he is fatigued—but he’s not broken. Fatigue is a stimulus
for growth. Broken is, well, just broken.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Regardless of the work you do, take at least 1 off-day every week.
Time your off-days strategically to follow periods of accumulated stress.
The more stress, the more rest that is needed.

To the extent that you can, time your vacations strategically to follow longer periods
of stress.

On both single off-days and extended vacations, truly disconnect from work. Unplug
both physically and mentally and engage in activities that you find relaxing and
restorative.

THE COURAGE TO REST

The benefits of rest are clear, and they are supported by a large body of
scientific evidence. Still, far too few of us get enough of it. It’s not that
people want to wear themselves down. It’s just that we live in a culture that
glorifies grinding and nonstop work, even if science says it doesn’t make
sense. We praise the athlete who stays after practice to pound out additional
reps in the weight room, and we lionize the businessperson who sleeps in
his office. Now this isn’t to suggest that hard work is not paramount to
growth. As you saw in Chapter 3, it is. But hopefully by now you also
realize that hard work only becomes smart and sustainable work when it’s
supported by rest. The irony is that resting hard often takes more guts than
working hard. Just ask an author like Stephen King (“For me, not working
is the real work™) or a runner like Deena Kastor (“My workouts are the easy
part”). Feelings of guilt and anxiety creep in when we step away from our
work, especially if we perceive that our competition is still going at it.
Perhaps there is no place where this is truer than at a firm atop the
management consulting ladder, Boston Consulting Group (BCG).

BCG regularly ranks as one of the top management consulting firms in
the world. The firm’s consultants help the CEOs of billion-dollar companies
solve their thorniest problems. And the faster BCG consultants can find the
answers, the more likely the firm is to get awarded the next multi-million-



dollar project. In other words, BCG consultants work in high-stakes, high-
pressure environments.

It’s not surprising, then, that when researchers proposed a series of
experiments to test the effects of required rest on BCG consultants,
employees reacted with not just shock but also disdain. The Harvard
Business Review reported, “The concept was so foreign that [BCG leaders]
had to practically force some consultants to take time off, especially when it
coincided with periods of peak work intensity.” Some consultants
legitimately questioned whether being assigned to the experiment was
putting their entire careers in jeopardy.

In one experiment, consultants were instructed to take a full day off in
the middle of the week. For individuals who usually work 12-plus-hour
days, 7 days a week, this was downright absurd. Even the partner who
spearheaded the study, herself an emerging believer in the performance-
enhancing power of regular rest, became “suddenly nervous about having to
tell her client that each member of the team would be off one day a week.”
She assured the client (and herself) that if the work suffered, she’d
immediately call off the experiment.

In a complementary and slightly less radical experiment, a different
group of consultants were asked to take 1 night off on a weekday. This
meant completely unplugging after 6 p.m. No matter what was happening
on the project, there were to be no emails, phone calls, text messages,
PowerPoints, or anything else that involved work. This idea, too, was met
with staunch resistance. One project manager questioned, “What good is a
night off going to do? Won’t it just force me to work more on weekends?”

If taking downtime was ever going to fail, it was with this group of
high-achieving workaholics who were not shy about expressing their
negative bias from the experiment’s outset. But as the multi-month
experiments unfolded, something unexpected happened. Both groups did a
complete flip. By the end of the intervention, all of the consultants who
were involved wanted predictable time off. This wasn’t just because they
experienced benefits in self-care and relationships with family and friends,
but also because they were far more productive at work.

Communication between consultants was more efficient and the quality
of client deliverables improved. The participants reported that in addition to
these near-term benefits, they also felt better about the long-term
sustainability of their work. In the words of the researchers overseeing the



experiment, “After only five months, consultants on the teams
experimenting with time off perceived their work situations more favorably
—on every dimension—than their peers on non-experiment teams.”

The BCG consultants discovered that it’s not just about accumulating
hours but about the quality of the work produced in those hours. By
working even 20 percent less, the consultants were able to get a lot more
done, and feel better about it, too. If BCG consultants—along with the
world’s best athletes, thinkers, and creatives—can find the courage to rest,
so can you. It’s not easy, and can feel like quite a leap. But we guarantee
that once you start using the strategies noted in this book to interweave rest
into your day, week, and year, your performance and vitality will improve.

Over the course of these preceding chapters, we revealed the overarching
key to sustainable performance. Those lessons can be simplified using the
growth equation: stress + rest = growth. It’s a simple yet profound guide to
structuring your days, weeks, and years. Just as a coach gives an athlete a
bird’s-eye view of a training plan, the growth equation provides you a
bird’s-eye view to improving performance. We cannot emphasize it enough
—working in this manner is absolutely key to a lifetime of satisfaction and
improvement.

But to more fully understand how to get the most out of ourselves
requires that we zoom in and focus on some important details. In the next
section, we’ll turn to the specific rituals and routines that usher in great
performance. We’ll explore how prolific writers predictably elicit a state of
mind that allows them to crank out thousands of words every day, how the
best musicians prepare to perform in front of thousands of screaming fans,
and how Olympians ready their minds and bodies to compete on the world’s
biggest stages. We’ll learn that great performers leave nothing to chance.
Rather, they engineer particular states of mind and body, and they design
their each and every day to get the most out of themselves. And, as you’re
about to discover, so can you.

1 It's worth reiterating that open-monitoring is different from sitting mindfulness meditation,
which focuses on only the breath. While the former is great for short breaks, it should not
replace the latter. Mindfulness meditation is powerful as a daily practice that allows you to
choose how to respond to stress throughout the day, every day. That's why we
recommended incorporating sitting mindfulness meditation into your daily life, irrespective
of breaks.



2 Konnikova's three-part series changed the way both of us think about sleep. We highly
recommend you read it. See the references in the Bibliography and Source Notes,
Chapter 5 for details.

3 Studies show that ingesting 20 to 30 grams of protein prior to sleep increases protein
synthesis overnight. As such, many elite athletes have taken note and drink a whey- or
casein-based protein drink prior to sleeping.

4 In certain instances, taking a longer nap of 90 minutes to 2 hours may make sense.
Extended naps mimic, for both the brain and the body, what occurs during nighttime
sleep. Unfortunately, longer naps can also interfere with nighttime sleep, which is far
more important. Therefore, most experts only recommend extended naps for individuals
who genuinely need the additional deep sleep during the day, in that it doesn’t interfere
with their nighttime sleep. Elite athletes completing grueling two-a-day workouts are a
good example of a group that could stand to benefit from longer naps. The famed
American distance runner Meb Keflezighi says he uses a full arsenal of naps ranging in
duration from 15 to 90 minutes.
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OPTIMIZE YOUR ROUTINE

Matt Billingslea is trying to seclude himself in the corner of a crowded
locker room. He needs a small space of his own to prepare for what is about
to unfold. In just 30 minutes, he’ll enter a sold-out stadium to perform in
front of thousands of roaring fans. But at the moment, as he completes a
calisthenic routine, he looks like a seasoned prizefighter, rhythmically
hopping from side to side. This specific routine results from years of
practice, tinkering, and repetition. It’s become hardwired, like brushing his
teeth in the morning; a must-do before every event.

He begins making wide circles with his arms, gradually increasing
speed and intensity. Next, with his back against a wall, he starts raising and
lowering his body, activating his core and back muscles. As he cycles
through these and other movements, he interweaves active stretching and
grip work. His blood is flowing, his joints are loosening, and his muscles
are beginning to feel warm. All are signals that his body is ready.

Ten minutes until showtime. Anticipation is growing. His body may be
ready, but his mind is still racing. Billingslea shifts his focus to getting into
the right headspace. He’s taking deep breaths and visualizing his each and
every move, how he’ll control his body when it’s moving at what feels like
100 miles per hour. He is trying to cultivate a specific psychological state,
something he calls “the zone.” For Billingslea, the zone represents a
mindset in which he doesn’t dwell on mistakes or get distracted by the
crowd. Ideally, he told us, he stops thinking altogether and his performance
becomes automatic: “I’ve done all this work beforehand, but in the moment,
I try to get to this sweet spot where I’'m not thinking about what I’m doing.
I know I’ve arrived when my mind and body are in perfect sync—it feels
effortless, like my performance is just flowing out of me.”



Billingslea knows this sweet spot well. He’s been in it many times
before, and the fluency of his performance tonight and every other night
depends upon him accessing it. All of which brings us back to his warmup
routine and its sole function: “It gives me the best shot of entering the zone,
and of getting there consistently,” he explains. In addition to preparing his
mind and body, this routine—the same one he’s executed for years—helps
create a sense of normalcy and predictability, a kind of comfort in a
situation that most anyone would find uncomfortable.

Billingslea enters the arena. The lights dim. The roar of the crowd dulls
for a brief moment. Boom! With a flash of light, the air fills with the sound
of over 50,000 eager fans going nuts as international superstar Taylor Swift
belts out the lyrics to her latest hit. Billingslea sits just a few feet behind
her, hammering away on the drums.

Before becoming the backbone for one of the most popular acts on the
planet, Billingslea spent years perfecting his craft. He put in countless hours
of deep-focus practice, stressing his mind and body before taking breaks to
recover and grow. He played thousands of small gigs in restaurants and bars
across the country. He epitomizes gumption, having spent most of his early
career forging ahead to a disparaging tune sung not by Swift but by
naysayers who told him, “You won’t make it in music.” Those years of
practice, persistence, and experience—culminating in what we’ll call
“talent”—serve as the foundation for his performance at each and every
stop on Swift’s world tour. But in order to fully express his talent, to get the
most out of himself on a given particular night, he relies upon a rock-solid
routine.

Billingslea isn’t alone. Whether it’s a writer preparing to draft a story,
an athlete prepping for competition, or a businessperson heading into a
high-stakes presentation, great performers never just hope they’ll be on top
of their game. Rather, they actively create the specific conditions that will
elicit their personal best, priming themselves for performance. As we’ll
learn in this chapter, these priming strategies are effective because of their
specific components and consistent repetition. It’s this combination—
developing the “right” routine for you and repeating it over and over again
—that serves as a gateway to peak performance.



GET IN THE ZONE

Did you notice anything odd about Billingslea’s routine? How about the
fact that there was no drumming involved? When we asked Billingslea
about this, he told us that he had once moonlighted as a personal trainer. In
the same spirit that we, by way of this book, are trying to break down walls
between domains, taking knowledge from one and applying it to another,
Billingslea began experimenting in his drumming with warmup regimens
that he learned from fitness. He found that pushups, jumping jacks, and
running in place were as effective at preparing him to play the drums as
they were at preparing him to lift weights and run. This makes sense.
Drumming consecutively for 2 hours is a physically demanding activity.
Billingslea discovered that elevating his heart rate and loosening up his
body prior to a show is far more important than warming up the technical
aspects of drumming itself. Billingslea already knows how to play the
drums. He’s got 30 years of experience. Another 30 minutes of practice
right before a show isn’t going to add much. If anything, it will only detract
by making him think more when his goal is to think less. The time during
warmup is much better spent ushering in the physical and psychological
zone he hopes to enter.

If he were to start the show playing “cold,” it would take him the first
few songs to enter this state. It doesn’t mean he wouldn’t get there
eventually, but, as he told us, he’d run the risk of “thinking too much early

on,” which could lead to mistakes and rumination.! In an attempt to
minimize that possibility, Billingslea ensures he is already physically alert
and psychologically zoned in when he first walks on stage. As a result, he
enters the elusive zone more swiftly and predictably. He doesn’t wait for the
zone to come to him. He creates it. During the climax of a show, when
everything is clicking, Billingslea is dripping with sweat as he physically
pushes his limits. His mind, by contrast, is in a meditative-like trance.
Another great performer who understands the importance of being ready
to go at the start of an event is Megan Gaurnier. Only Gaurnier doesn’t
hammer on drums; she hammers on pedals. The California-based Olympic
cyclist is one of the fastest female riders in the world. She told us that the
fitness she’s developed through years of training is the bedrock on which
her performance lies. But on race day, in order to unlock her fitness, she,
too, relies on a routine. “For me, it’s yoga. I do the exact same yoga routine



every time. It only takes about 20 to 25 minutes, and it predictably puts my
body and mind in race mode. It’s 100 percent integral to my success when
the gun goes off.”

Gaurnier isn’t alone in her emphasis on routine, particularly when it
comes to athletes. Nearly all elite athletes have well-practiced warmup
routines that are orchestrated down to the minute. For example, Steve’s
world-class runners know the precise moment during which to begin their
pre-race warmup—usually about 60 minutes before competition. They each
go through their own carefully crafted sequence, ranging from jogging to
dynamic flexibility drills to short sprints. Their goal is the same as
Billingslea’s and Gaurnier’s: to step on the starting line with their bodies
and minds in an optimal state. For athletes, a physical warmup does more
than stimulate bloodflow and prime the muscles for performance. It also
helps to foster a clear and relaxed mind. United States Olympic hero Frank
Shorter, the last American to win a gold medal in the marathon (1972),
always ate the same exact breakfast—toast, coffee, and fruit—before every
race, no matter how big or small. In his memoir, My Marathon: Reflections
on a Gold Medal Life, Shorter wrote, “Consistency was another way to
tamp down terror.”

You may have noticed variation in the routines we’ve highlighted thus
far. That’s because there is no one universal best routine. It’s up to you to
determine the ideal state of body and mind for the demands of your event,
and to figure out the best way to put yourself in, or very close to, that state
from the outset. For some this might mean yoga; for others, pushups.

While this may seem important for those who rely on their bodies to
perform, what about everyone else? Screenwriter and filmmaker Alexi
Pappas, who also happens to be a world-class runner, says she takes the
same approach to her creative endeavors as she does to her running:

I think the same way I deal with writer’s block is the same way I
deal with going to [running] practice and warming up for a race.
I have these tools and these warmups that I can use to always be
able to “show up.” Even if you’re competing against the best
runner in the country, you can still do the same warmup for that
race and show up in the same way. With writing, I have certain



things, like my favorite place to sit or my favorite tea to have. I
treat the whole filmmaking thing like it is practice. It’s something
that I'm committed to. On good days and bad days, you always
show up.

Pappas is on to something. Similar to how great athletes prepare their
bodies for peak performance, great thinkers and artists prepare their minds.

WARM UP YOUR MIND

Chade-Meng Tan (aka a Jolly Good Fellow, the mindfulness pioneer who
you met in Chapter 4) is known for his unique way of entering conference
rooms. When Tan first walks into a meeting, he quickly glances around and
makes a silent comment to himself about each individual in the room.
Unlike the stereotypical corporate operative, Tan isn’t sizing everyone up in
preparation for white-collar battle. Rather, he’s taking a brief moment to say
something nice about each person, even if he hasn’t yet met them. Melissa
is wonderful to work with . . . Jim is a great marketing manager . . . That
lady with red hair looks like she is filled with positive energy . . . In doing
so, Tan is overriding a common instinctive reaction of seeing each person as
a potential threat or obstacle. By uttering just a few simple words in his
head, Tan primes himself into a positive, cooperative mood.

It turns out that a positive mood is also beneficial for problem solving
and creativity. In an experiment out of Northwestern University,
participants were given a questionnaire to assess their emotional states.
Participants were then divided into two groups based on their mood: one
positive and one negative. The subjects in the positive group were
significantly more likely to solve challenging intellectual problems with
creative insight. In order to find out why, researchers used fMRI scans to
watch how the subjects’ brains worked as they tried to solve the problems.
Those in positive moods demonstrated increased activity in a region of the
brain that is associated with decision making and emotional control. This
region of the brain is also integral to problem solving (the anterior cingulate
cortex). Those in negative moods, however, showed little to no activity in
this brain region. In other words, the subjects’ ability to activate this critical
brain region was linked to their moods. Whereas positive moods were
conducive to problem solving and creativity, negative moods inhibited these



functions at a deep neurological level. This experiment is just one of many
that demonstrates how it is hard to do your best thinking when your mind
isn’t at peace.

The implications are straightforward: You can improve performance by
priming yourself into a positive mood prior to important work that involves
problem solving and creative thinking. As crazy as it sounds, research
shows that something as simple as watching funny cat videos on YouTube
can enhance subsequent performance on cognitively-demanding tasks.

Equally as important as conjuring a positive mood is avoiding a
negative one. In the interest of upping your performance, try to avoid
people, places, and things that may put you in a negative mood. While there
are instances when these factors may be out of your control, it is important
to realize the impact mood plays on performance. How and with whom you
spend your time, especially preceding meaningful work, really matters.

It’s also important to remember effect of mood on performance when
evaluating yourself and your teammates or colleagues. The latest science
suggests it’s extremely hard to perform well at work if other elements of
your life are not in harmony. Be kind to yourself and others who are going
through challenging times, and recognize that disconnecting “work” from
“life” is an illusion.

It’s not just intellectual or creative work that is influenced by mood;
athletic performance is affected by it, too. Consider Tiger Woods, whose
golf career took a nosedive at the same time as his personal life did. While
Woods’s story may be an extreme example, research conducted by exercise
scientist Samuele Marcora, PhD, found that even slight and subtle mood
influencers can alter athletic performance. In a study involving well-trained
cyclists, Marcora flashed either happy or sad faces on a screen as the riders
pedaled at an all-out effort. The faces were flashed for just a fraction of a
second—so briefly that they could only be recognized by the subconscious.
Still, those who were exposed to the happy faces performed 12 percent
better than those who were exposed to the sad faces. Marcora’s research
serves as further proof that mood has profound effects on performance deep
inside our brains and bodies. His experimental findings also support years
of anecdotal evidence that athletes tend to perform best when everything is
clicking not just on the field but also off it.

Though we’ve focused predominantly on mood, there are numerous
other opportunities for psychological priming. For example, during the



process of writing this book, whenever we hit an impasse that we couldn’t
overcome with a standard break or, even worse, felt writer’s block looming,

we turned to reading our favorite books in genres similar to this one.’
Without fail, rereading these books helped to jumpstart our creative-writing
minds. We weren’t surprised when we later learned that in an actual study
(similar to our self-experiment), researchers found that subjects improved
pattern recognition ability, a common indicator of general cognitive
performance, by 37 percent after reading well-written prose.

The lesson is not necessarily to surround your working space with
smiley faces or to watch comedy prior to your next big event (though these
practices certainly wouldn’t hurt). The lesson is, however, that your mental
state preceding a performance can considerably affect it. Much like
Billingslea, Gaurnier, and other world-class athletes who design
preperformance routines to prepare their bodies and focus their minds, you,
too, can design a preperformance routine to help you deliver your best.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Reflect upon the activities in your life that are most important to you.
Determine what state of mind and/or body they demand.

Prime yourself for performance by readying your mind and/or body prior to key
activities.

Test and refine various priming techniques, eventually developing customized
routines.

Be consistent: Use the same routine each and every time you engage in the activity
to which it is linked (more on the importance of consistency in a bit).

Remember the impact of mood on performance; positivity goes a long way.

ENVIRONMENT MATTERS

In the process of writing this book, we relied not only on reading our
favorite books but also on coffee. Lots of coffee. And not just any coffee,
but the same drink, at the same coffee shop, at the same table, at the same
time of day, each and every day. Additionally, we each had music playlists
devoted solely to writing, and Brad went as far as having a separate
computer that he used only for working on this book. Though on first blush
it may seem like we were falling prey to our type-A tendencies, this wasn’t
the case. Rather, we were following the advice of one of the most prolific
writers ever, Stephen King.

Everything about King’s writing setup is intentional, from the room he
writes in to the placement of his desk to the materials on it to the blasting
AC/DC, Metallica, and Guns N’ Roses that he writes to. There is no
particular secret to King’s setup, and it’s certainly not the best one for
everyone (we couldn’t imagine writing to heavy metal, for instance). What
is important, however, is that he has created an environment that works for
him. In his memoir, On Writing, King puts it simply: “Most of us do our
best work in a place of our own.”

King’s sentiment is not unique. Nearly every great performer you’ll
meet in this book emphasized the importance of where they perfect their
craft. From a world-class athlete’s favorite gym, to an award-winning



artist’s customized studio, to King’s writing cave, the specific places in
which we work matter. An obscure field called ecological psychology sheds
insight into why this is the case.

Ecological psychology suggests that the objects that surround us are not
static; rather, they influence and invite specific behaviors. Experiments
show that the mere sight of an object elicits brain activity associated with
particular actions. For example, when we see an image of a chair, the parts
of our brain responsible for coordinating the act of sitting (i.e., motor
programs) start firing, even if we haven’t physically moved at all. It’s as if
the chair is speaking to us, saying, “Hey, come have a seat,” and our brains
are listening and responding accordingly. This phenomenon helps explain
why athletes in action sports, like football, often report that they don’t
“think” about which direction to run; the linear process of reasoning would
take far too long. Rather, when a gap opens up on the football field it
literally invites players, on a level far deeper than what they experience in
their consciousness, to run through it.

Put simply, we are not as separate from our surroundings as we may
think. Instead, our brains are engaged in an intricate conversation with the
objects that surround us, and the more they converse, the tighter the back
and forth becomes. The first time a baby sees a chair, for example, the
motor programs in her brain do not automatically begin to fire in a sitting
pattern. But by the time that baby is an adult and she has seen and sat in
thousands of chairs, the sight of a chair invites a sitting response deep
inside her brain.

This concept may seem a bit esoteric, but the practical implications are
down to earth and simple. When we create a space in which to practice our
craft, it is beneficial to surround ourselves with objects that invite desired
actions and eliminate ones that do not. In his book The Evolving Self,
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, PhD, writes that being intentional about our
surroundings is essential to eliciting our best performance. The things we
work among, he writes, become “expansions of the self . . . things the mind
can use to create harmony in experience.”

Furthermore, by working in the same environment consistently and
repeatedly, the bond between us and our surroundings tightens. The work of
behavioral neuroscientist Daniel Levitin, PhD, supports Brad’s use of a
writing-only computer. According to Levitin, when an object, like a
computer, is isolated for a specific task, like writing, the link between



subject (writer) and object (computer) strengthens. Over time, the mere
sight of that specific computer invites writing, literally nudging Brad’s brain
to think about the book/story/article he is working on.

Strategic routines go far beyond superstitions, like wearing the same socks
or underwear before a big event. Rather, the activities we do prior to
performing prime our bodies and our minds into specific states, and the
environments we work in invite and influence certain behaviors. When we
repeatedly execute the same routine and work in the same environment, we
create strong links deep inside our brains and bodies. We connect what we
do before we work and where we work to the act of working itself.
Essentially, we condition ourselves to work.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Create “a place of your own” in which you do your most important work.
Surround yourself with objects that invite your desired behaviors.
Consistently work in that same place, using the same materials.

Over time, your environment will enhance your productivity on a deep neurological
level.

CONDITIONING

You already read that Stephen King is meticulous about his writing routine
and environment. As a result, whenever King sits down to write, he is
primed for productivity. King doesn’t believe in happenstance or that
inspiration mysteriously strikes. “Don’t wait for the muse,” King writes in
his memoir. “Your job is to make sure the muse knows where you are going
to be every day from nine ’til noon or seven ’till three. If he knows,” King
writes, “I assure you he’ll start showing up.”

Much like the drummer Matt Billingslea uses his routine to predictably
bring about the “zone” or the cyclist Megan Gaurnier uses her routine to
ready her mind and body for bike racing, King relies upon his routine for a
consistent stream of creativity. “Your schedule—in at about the same time
every day, out when your thousand words are on paper or disk—exists in
order to habituate yourself, to make yourself ready to dream just as you
make yourself ready to sleep by going to bed at roughly the same time each
night and following the same ritual as you go.”

King’s reliance on ritual is nothing new among great thinkers. Another
notable example is the psychologist B.F. Skinner, PhD. In the early 1960s,
when Skinner was completing his most groundbreaking intellectual work,
he adhered to an exacting routine. In a 1963 journal entry, he wrote:

I rise sometimes between 6 and 6:30 often having heard the radio
news. My breakfast, a dish of corn flakes, is on the kitchen table.
Coffee is made automatically by the stove timer. I breakfast alone
... at seven or so I go down to my study, a walnut-paneled room



in our basement. My work desk is a long Scandinavian-modern
table, with a set of shelves I made myself for holding the works of
BFS, dictionaries, word-books, etc. . . . Later in the morning I go
to my office. These days I leave just before 10 so that Debbie can
ride with me to her summer school class . . .

And on he went, outlining, nearly down to the minute, the precise
details of his each and every day.

Skinner was the ultimate creature of habit. He even began and ended his
writing sessions with the buzz of a timer. The great irony, of course, is that
Skinner was using the power of routine to help him develop the
psychological theory underpinning the power of routine: behaviorism. At its
core, behaviorism suggests that certain actions can be triggered, or
“conditioned,” by external cues. Skinner’s most well-known feats of
conditioning involved teaching rats to pull levers and pigeons to play ping-
pong. He taught the small animals by associating the desired behaviors with
food. (Anyone who has ever trained a pet using food has Skinner to thank.)

Skinner believed that nearly any trigger could elicit certain behaviors so
long as the two (i.e., trigger and behavior) were consistently paired and
positively reinforced. Under the lens of behaviorism, Skinner’s own
painstaking routine served as a trigger to cue the behavior of writing, which
was reinforced by the positive emotions he felt after being productive.

Modern psychology accepts that human behavior is far more complex
than Skinner’s behaviorism. But the theory’s essence lives on through the
in-vogue science of habits, which is that behaviors can be cued by the
activities that precede them. Perhaps today we wouldn’t say that Billingslea,
Gaurnier, and King use their routines to “condition” performance. Instead,
we’d say they “make a habit” out of excellence. But it’s really two sides of
the same coin.

By consistently linking our work to the same routine (and, when
possible, to the same environment) great performance starts to become
more automatic.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Link key behaviors to specific cues and/or routines.

Be consistent and frequent; execute the same cue/routine every time prior to the
behavior to which it is paired.

If possible, link key activities to the same context (e.g., time of day, physical
environment, etc.).

If your pursuit requires variable settings, develop portable cues/routines that can be
executed anywhere (e.g., a deep-breathing routine, self-talk, etc.).

Consistency is king. The best routine means nothing if you don’t regularly practice it.

FROM PSYCHOLOGY TO BIOLOGY

Dave Hamilton’s British accent stands out on the practice field in Lancaster,
Pennsylvania, where he is the director of performance science for the US
women’s field hockey team. Hamilton is charged with ending the US team’s
medal drought, which dates back to 1984. Only recently was Hamilton
recruited from the United Kingdom, where he helped lead the UK women’s
field hockey team to a bronze medal in the 2012 Olympics.

Much like the US squad, prior to 2012, the Brits, too, were in a drought,
having not won a medal in 20 years. Despite all indicators signaling world-
class performance, the British team struggled in critical matches; they were
champions of training, but they couldn’t put it together on game day. An
exercise scientist himself, Hamilton took a meticulous approach to figuring
out why his women couldn’t translate their exemplary training into
exemplary performance.

Hamilton tracked everything, starting with his athletes’ training
regimes. No red flags emerged. This wasn’t surprising given the high level
of play he observed at each and every practice. Altering his athletes’
physiology wasn’t the answer. But, Hamilton wondered, what about altering
their biology? Could that give his women the extra edge they needed on
game day?

In particular, Hamilton was curious about the hormone testosterone.
Perhaps more than any other hormone, testosterone is linked to



performance. It increases muscle growth, strength, and energy. In addition
to its profound effects on our physiology, testosterone is also linked to
enhanced creativity, confidence, memory, and attention. In other words,
testosterone is a potent performance enhancer across nearly all endeavors.
And while synthetic testosterone is banned from sports, Hamilton believed
he could increase the natural amount of testosterone already coursing
through his athletes’ bodies.

Hamilton began by doubling down on sleep, ensuring that his athletes
were all getting at least 8 hours a night (for more on sleep and testosterone,
see Chapter 5). But he went far beyond sleep, measuring, via salivary tests,
how just about everything impacted his athletes’ testosterone levels. For
example, he evaluated how testosterone responded to negative versus
positive feedback, pregame speeches, inspirational films, social
surroundings, and sprint versus endurance warmups.

Hamilton found there was no single formula for increasing testosterone
levels. Rather, the athletes’ responses to different stimuli varied: For
example, some experienced spikes in testosterone after running short and
fast, whereas others got a boost after running long and slow; some had
higher testosterone levels after prepping for games on their own, whereas
others benefited from warming up in a group, and so forth. What remained
constant, however, was that elevating pregame testosterone significantly
improved the athletes’ performance. They key to Hamilton’s conundrum,
and ultimately to an Olympic medal for the UK women’s field hockey team,
was increasing the testosterone levels in his athletes.

With that in mind, prior to the 2012 Olympics Hamilton worked with
each of his athletes to develop individualized pregame routines. He ensured
each athlete’s routine was “optimal” by measuring their testosterone when
he tweaked their routine. By the time the 2012 Games rolled around, every
athlete had a custom routine designed specifically to maximize her
testosterone. The unconventional approach worked, as evidenced by the
team’s Olympic medal that year.

While Hamilton used repeated tests to develop his athletes’ routines,
such an extreme level of precision might not have been necessary. Without
fail, he told us, testosterone levels were highest when his athletes felt good.
So, he said, “When it came to performance on game day, everything we did
was to make each and every individual athlete feel confident that her mind
and body were ready when the whistle blew.”



Earlier in this chapter, we learned that routines are so effective because they
prompt specific behaviors and physical and psychological states. What
Hamilton’s story adds is that an individualized routine goes beyond just
priming us to work. It also alters our biology, changing our hormonal
profile in a manner that increases strength, energy, confidence, creativity,
attention, and memory. In other words, developing a custom routine doesn’t
just condition us to perform. It enhances the performance itself.

If stress + rest = growth is the foundation upon which our talent is built,
then our routines and environments help us to fully express that talent.

1 When Billingslea makes a “mistake,” no one else notices, not even other members of the
band. Still, he told us that a mistake can really throw him off, which is ironic since no one
but he would notice he is “off.” It is this relentless pursuit and expectation of personal
excellence that epitomizes so many great performers.

2 In particular, The Upside of Stress by Kelly McGonigal, PhD, Give and Take by Adam
Grant, The Sports Gene by David Epstein, Quiet by Susan Cain, Drive by Daniel Pink,
and Presence by Amy Cuddy.



7

MINIMALIST TO BE A
MAXIMALIST

Michael Joyner, MD, a physician and researcher at the prestigious Mayo
Clinic, is not only an expert on human performance, he’s also a great
performer himself. Joyner has published more than 350 articles on the topic
and has won numerous awards for his work. Recently, he was named the
distinguished investigator at the Mayo Clinic and was awarded a grant
through the celebrated Fulbright Scholar Program. In addition to his
research, Joyner, an anesthesiologist, sees patients regularly and is a mentor
to countless up-and-comers, informally running what he calls “my own
version of a Montessori school.” He writes for Sports Illustrated magazine
and is frequently cited as an expert in other leading publications. If that isn’t
enough, Joyner (now 58) is still an avid athlete himself, and in his heyday
he ran marathons at blazing speeds. To top it all off, he’s married with
young kids.

Joyner doesn’t have a special genetic mutation that gives him endless
energy, nor does he work 12-hour days. He does, however, minimize
distractions and eliminate activities that are extraneous to his work. This
isn’t to say Joyner is narrow-minded, walled off in his own field. If
anything, he is quite the opposite. “I block off between 60 and 90 minutes
every day to read outside of my domain,” he told us. “This helps me
generate new ideas.” But Joyner only does this extensive reading because
he identified creativity as something integral to his research, and reading
broadly is one of his conduits to creativity. He doesn’t expend time or
energy on anything that is not critical to his mission. “In order to be a
maximalist,” he says, “you have to be a minimalist.” Take note: This does



not mean you should aspire to be narrow or overly specialized. As we’ve
seen in this book, many great performers have diverse interests that work
together to feed their success. What this does mean, however, is that you
should identify and strive to cut out all the superficial things in your life.
You should be fully intentional with how you spend your most precious
resource of all: time.

A day in the life of Joyner exemplifies this philosophy. He rises early,
between 4:30 and 5:00 a.m., well before his wife or young kids are awake.
During this sacred hour, when his mind is freshest and he is wholly
undistracted, he completes what he feels is his most pressing and important
work for that day. By the time his family awakes, he is ready for a break, so
he shifts to spending quality time with them. An hour later, when he heads
out for the day, he grabs a prepacked gym bag filled with the same set of
workout clothes and the same set of work clothes as it is every day. “I don’t
want to devote any brainpower to thinking about what to wear,” he told us.
He proceeds to ride his bike to a gym located near his office, which is only
a few miles away. “I was very intentional about selecting where to live,” he
said. “I didn’t want to waste time commuting, nor burn willpower dealing
with traffic. So I chose a place that is a short bike ride away. Plus, on days
when I can’t get to the gym, my bike commute ensures I complete at least
some physical activity.”

At work, Joyner doesn’t engage in politics or office gossip. And while
there are countless seminars and conferences that he could attend literally
every day, he often chooses not to, as they would detract from his deep-
focus work. When Joyner returns home in the evening, he does his best to
“turn it off,” rarely, if ever, engaging in extracurricular activities. In order to
do great work, he told us, “You need to say no to a lot of things so that
when it’s time to say yes, you can do so with all your energy.” Joyner will
be the first to tell you that saying no isn’t easy. “I could have lived in New
York, Boston, or Washington DC,” he explained, “but I was attracted to
Rochester, Minnesota, because it was a place where I could most easily
focus on what is most important to me: my research and family.” And since
Joyner loves both his research and family, he’s extremely happy.

Joyner has designed not only his days but, really, his entire life around
eliminating distractions and decisions “that don’t really matter.” In doing
so, he reserves energy and willpower for the activities that are critically
important to him. In other words, the secret to Joyner’s accomplishing so



much, to being a “maximalist” in his field, is that he is a “minimalist” in
nearly everything else.

If Joyner’s philosophy and lifestyle sound familiar, that’s because they
are similar to that of another great performer we met in Chapter 3: Bob
Kocher, MD. Dr. Bob compartmentalizes his day down to the minute,
ensuring that each compartment has a distinct purpose. Like Joyner, Dr.
Bob is very intentional about what he does and doesn’t do, where he does
and doesn’t devote his energy. Emil Alzamora, an award-winning artist who
you’ll learn more about later on, built his studio, what he calls his “cave,” in
his backyard. He did this, he told us, “to minimize what stands between me
and my art.” It is this sort of intentionality that Alzamora, Dr. Bob, Joyner,
and so many other great performers share. Great performers choose where
to focus their energy, and they protect it from everything else that could
encroach upon it. This includes even seemingly simple things, like deciding
what style of shirt to wear.

DECISION FATIGUE

Next time you are at your computer, take a moment and complete a Google-
image search of Facebook founder and CEO Mark Zuckerberg. (By now
you know we’d rather you not reach for your smartphone, but proceed if
you must.) Odds are, you’ll notice something similar about the pictures.
Outside of very rare occasions when he is required to do otherwise,
Zuckerberg almost always dons the same outfit: blue jeans, a gray T-shirt,
and a hooded sweatshirt. It’s not that Zuckerberg is trying to make a fashion
statement, promoting a relaxed dress code to Silicon Valley (though he’s
certainly done that). Rather, his limited wardrobe is founded in an effort to
increase his productivity and enhance his performance.

At the end of 2014, in Zuckerberg’s first-ever public Q&A session, the
question that garnered the most attention was, “Why do you wear the same
T-shirt every day?”

“I really want to clear my life to make it so that I have to make as few
decisions as possible about anything except how to best serve this
community,” replied Zuckerberg, clarifying that he had “multiple same
shirts.” He went on to explain that, when taken together, small decisions—
like choosing what to wear—add up and can be quite tiring. “I’m in this



really lucky position, where I get to wake up every day and help serve more
than a billion people. And I feel like I’m not doing my job if I spend any of
my energy on things that are silly or frivolous about my life,” he said.

Zuckerberg isn’t the first genius to simplify his wardrobe. Many say that
Albert Einstein, like Zuckerberg, had a closet filled with “multiple same
gray suits.” Steve Jobs almost exclusively wore a black mock turtleneck,
blue jeans, and New Balance sneakers. President Barack Obama recently
told Vanity Fair magazine, “You’ll see I wear only the same gray or blue
suits. I’'m trying to pare down decisions. I don’t want to make decisions
about what I’m eating or wearing because I have too many other decisions
to make.” We could go on and on about the countless other great performers
who have eliminated trivial decisions from their lives. But can removing
such simple choices—blue shirt or red shirt, Apple Jacks or Cheerios—truly
affect performance?

Recall the notion of our mind as a muscle, the theory pioneered by
psychologist Roy Baumeister, PhD, that we introduced in Chapter 1
suggesting that we have a limited reservoir of mental energy, which, over

the course of a day, becomes depleted as we use it.! Initially, research on
this theory focused mainly on self-control: how resisting temptations early
in the day makes us more likely to give in to them later on. But scientists
soon found that it isn’t only resisting temptations that wears us out, but also
making decisions.

Judges are charged with making impartial decisions based only on the
evidence at hand. We expect judges to be skilled at minimizing noise and
bias, evaluating each case in a vacuum. That’s why it is especially
surprising that research shows judges’ rulings are heavily influenced by the
number of decisions they previously made. For example, one study found
that judges granted prisoners parole 65 percent of the time at the beginning
of the day, but nearly zero percent of the time at the end of the day. These
judges were succumbing to something called “decision fatigue.” As the
decisions they were forced to make accumulated, the judges became
mentally tired and thus had less energy to think critically about cases,
opting instead for the easier default choice of no parole.

Judges are not the only professionals who are respected for their ability
to think critically but suffer from decision fatigue. A recent study found that



physicians make significantly more prescribing errors as the day wears on.
Jeffrey Linder, MD, lead author on the study, told the New York Times, “The
radical notion here is that doctors are people too, and we may be fatigued
and make worse decisions toward the end of our clinic sessions.”

Without doubt, evaluating whether to grant parole or examining a sick
patient requires a lot more thought than deciding what color shirt to wear.
Nonetheless, even seemingly trivial decisions deplete us. Experiments show
that people who were forced to make choices among a range of consumer
goods (e.g., color of T-shirt, type of scented candle, brand of shampoo, type
of candy, and, yes, even type of sock) performed worse than those who
were presented with only one option on tests of everything from physical
stamina to persistence to problem-solving. The subjects who were
confronted with multiple choices also procrastinated more in other areas of
their life later on in the day. The researchers involved in these studies
concluded that even when it comes to the simplest things, “making many
decisions leaves a person in a depleted state,” impairing his performance on
future activities.

Each time we make a deliberate decision, however inconsequential it
may seem, our brain is processing different scenarios and evaluating all the
options. As the decisions we make add up, so, too, does the amount of
processing required by our brain. Just like any other muscle would, our

mental muscle gets tired.> In addition to fatiguing us over the course of a
day, making decisions, even small ones, interrupts our acute train of
thought. Our brains must drop whatever they were currently stewing on (or,
if our brains were in a creative mind-wandering state, they must switch out
of it into an effortful thinking state) all just to evaluate what kind of socks
we should wear.

This doesn’t mean that we should live on autopilot, opting to make
hardly any decisions at all. But it does mean we should realize that we have
limited energy and devote it only to things that really matter. Of course, the
more things that we think really matter, the less energy we have to devote to
any one of them. It is only by becoming a minimalist that we can become a
maximalist.

The key to being a minimalist is making a routine out of just about
everything that is not core to your mission. When decisions are automatic,
you skip the conscious deliberation and associated brain activity. You move
straight from encountering a situation (e.g., I need to get dressed) to



performing an action (e.g., putting on the same shirt as I do every day)
without expending energy in between. In a sense, you are cheating fatigue,
saving your mental muscle for things that actually matter to you. The more
decisions you make automatic, the more energy you’ll have for the work
you deem important. The most essential part about adopting the minimalist-
to-be-a-maximalist lifestyle, then, is figuring out what really matters to you
—what is actually worth expending energy on—and devoting minimal
energy to everything else.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Become a minimalist to be a maximalist.
Reflect on all the decisions that you make throughout a day.
Identify ones that are unimportant, that don’t really matter to you.

Automate as many of the decisions that don’t really matter as you can. Common
examples include decisions about:

Clothing
What to eat at meals

When to complete daily activities (e.g., always exercise at the same time of the
day so you literally don't need to think about it)

Whether to attend social gatherings (It's not always a good idea, but during
important periods of work, many great performers adopt a strict policy of saying no
to social events.)

In addition to eliminating as many decisions as possible, don’t devote brainpower to
gossip, politics, or worrying about what others think of you. (Unless, of course, your
core mission is to be an elected official—then these things are, in fact, critically
important.)

In addition to reflecting upon daily decisions, think about the second- and third-order
effects (e.g., commute time, financial pressures, etc.) of larger life decisions, like
where to live.

LARKS AND OWLS

If the first step to designing an optimal day is figuring out what to do (and,
perhaps more important, what not to do), then the second step is figuring
out when to do it. In his book Daily Rituals, author Mason Currey detailed a
typical day for more than 50 of the world’s greatest artists, writers,
musicians, and thinkers to ever live. Not surprisingly, nearly all of them
were minimalists, and they all adhered to fairly rigid routines. But the
routines themselves, how these great performers designed their days, varied
significantly. This was especially true for when they did their best work.
Some, including Mozart, did their best work late into the night. Others,
including Beethoven, were most productive at the crack of dawn. The take-
home message wasn’t that the majority of these great performers did their



best work at a certain time of day, or that there is an optimal hour for
productivity. Rather, each individual figured out when they were most alert
and focused, and designed their day accordingly. These individuals were
optimizing around their respective chronotypes, which is the scientific term
for the unique ebb and flow of energy that everyone experiences over the
course of 24 hours.

Scientists refer to those who are most alert in the morning as “larks” and
those who are most alert in the evening as “owls.” Numerous studies
confirm that these categories are indeed very real. Whether they be
physically or cognitively demanding tasks, most people tend to perform
their best either in the earlier part of the day (i.e., larks) or in the later part
of the day (i.e., owls). These individual differences are rooted in our bodies’
unique biological rhythms—when various hormones associated with energy
and focus are released, and when our body temperatures rise and fall. While
some of us get pulses of energizing hormones earlier in the day, they come
later on for others.

You could undergo extensive longitudinal bloodwork to figure out when
you’re most likely to be at your best, or you could save the money and
hassle and just ask yourself some key questions. All of the great performers
with whom we spoke while writing this book told us that there were
specific times when they did their best work and, outside of a few
Olympians, they didn’t rely on blood tests to figure out when those times
were. They simply engaged in a bit of introspection.

While we perform best on work that demands deep focus and attention
during our peak hours (i.e., mornings for larks and evenings for owls), the
opposite holds true for generating creative ideas. As we learned in Chapter
4, creativity often requires stepping away from whatever it is we are
working on and letting our minds wander. In doing so, we unleash the
creative power of our subconscious (our brain’s default-mode network).
During our peak hours, when we are hyper-alert and focused, our conscious
mind is dominant. But during our off-peak hours, as we become fatigued
and struggle to maintain focus, our more creative mind has a better
opportunity to shine. It should come as no surprise, then, that researchers
have found larks perform best on tasks requiring creative insight in the
evening, whereas owls tend to be most creative in the morning.

Over time, we (Steve and Brad) discovered that we are larks and
designed our writing days accordingly. We used mornings to edit and refine



writing (deep-focus work) and afternoons to work on new ideas and the
next phase of writing (creative work). This allowed for a nice cycle:
refining in the morning the raw and creative work we completed the prior
afternoon.

Great performers don’t fight their body’s natural rhythm; rather, they
take advantage of it. They intentionally schedule their hardest and most
demanding deep-focus work (or, for athletes, their workouts) during periods
in which they are the most alert. For some this is early in the morning and
for others this is late at night. When their biology shifts and they become
less alert, great performers focus on tasks that, while still integral to their
work, demand less attention. These tasks include things like responding to
emails, scheduling unavoidable yet highly unproductive meetings, or doing
basic chores around the house. Finally, when their attention really begins to
wane, they don’t “force” themselves to keep working. Rather, great
performers let their minds wander and their bodies recover, and in doing so,
they often experience “aha” or “eureka” moments of insight. In other
words, great performers are highly aware of their unique chronotypes and
do everything they can to align their activities with their energy levels. You
can strive to do the same.



DETERMINING YOUR CHRONOTYPE

To help determine your chronotype, you can use an evidence-based questionnaire
designed by researchers from the Sleep Research Center at Loughborough University in
the UK. While information on how to access the full version is in the Bibliography and
Source Notes and portion of this book, answering the three questions here should give
you a good idea of where you fall on the lark-owl spectrum.

1. If you were entirely free to set up your evening, with no commitments in the
morning, what time would you go to sleep?

2. You have to do 2 hours of physically hard work. If you were entirely free to plan
your day, when would you do this work?

3. You have to take a 2-hour test, which you know will be mentally exhausting. If you
were entirely free to choose, when would you choose to take the test?

This questionnaire is a valuable tool, but the best way to understand your optimal
schedule is to listen to your body. For the next 2 days, pay deep attention to when your
energy levels feel the highest and when you fall into that foggy brain state in which
attention lags and your work starts to suffer.

While a 2-day reflective period can be insightful, months of coffee, sugar, and
“fighting” fatigue can mess with your chronotype. Thus, the gold-standard way to learn
your chronotype is to go 7 days without setting an alarm clock or compensating for
fatigue at any point of the day. Not only will you most accurately home in on your
chronotype, but you'll also benefit from a “reset” period during which your body can
return to its natural rhythm.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Determine your chronotype using the previous tools and suggestions.

Design your day accordingly—be very intentional about when you schedule certain
activities, matching the demands of the activity with your energy level.

Protect the time during which you are most alert and use it for your most important
work.

Schedule less demanding tasks during periods in which you are less alert.

Don't fight fatigue! Rather, use this time for recovery and to generate creative
ideas that you can act on during your next cycle of high energy and focus.

Work in alignment with your chronotype—it not only maximizes performance, but it
also helps to ensure an appropriate balance between stress and rest.

CHOOSE YOUR FRIENDS WISELY

In 2010, the United States Air Force Academy set out to understand why
some cadets increase their fitness during their time at the Academy while
others do not. In a National Bureau of Economic Research study that
tracked a cohort of cadets over 4 years, researchers found that while there
was variability in fitness gains/losses across all the cadets, there was hardly
any variability within squadrons. Squadrons are groups of about 30 cadets
to which an individual is randomly assigned prior to his freshman year.
Cadets spend the vast majority of their time interacting with peers in their
squadron. In a sense, the squadron becomes a second family: Cadets in the
same squadron eat, sleep, study, and work out together. Even though all the
squadrons trained and recovered in exactly the same manner, some
squadrons showed vast increases in fitness over 4 years whereas others did
not.

It turns out the determining factor as to whether the 30 cadets within a
squadron improved was the motivation of the least fit person in the group.
If the least fit person was motivated to improve, then his enthusiasm spread
and everyone improved. If, on the other hand, the least fit person was
apathetic or, worse, negative, he dragged everyone down. Just like diseases



easily spread through tight-knit groups, so does motivation. And it’s quite
contagious.

Even the simple act of observing others can affect your own motivation.
Researchers at the University of Rochester had subjects watch a video of
someone describing themselves as being either intrinsically motivated (i.e.,
motivation comes from within) or extrinsically motivated (i.e., motivation
comes from external recognition and rewards) to play a game. Those who
were assigned to watch the video of people describing themselves as being
intrinsically motivated reported feeling more intrinsically motivated
themselves. Furthermore, when researchers left the subjects alone, those
who had watched the intrinsic video started playing (of their own volition)
the same game shown in the video, while those who watched the extrinsic
video did not. Perhaps most fascinating is that these effects were strong
irrespective of whether someone identified as being intrinsically or
extrinsically motivated prior to the experiment. It’s as if your own attitude
pales in comparison to the attitudes of those around you.

Motivation isn’t the only emotion that is contagious. Research shows
that when we see someone else express happiness or sadness (e.g., by
smiling or frowning), the neural networks associated with those emotions
become active in our own brains. The same goes for pain; the mere sight of
someone in pain activates our own neurological pain response. This
explains why we cry during sad movies, feel uplifted among happy friends,
and cringe when we bear witness to someone in pain. In the words of
Stanford University psychologist Emma Seppéld, PhD, “We are wired for
empathy.”

Not only are we wired for empathy, but there is strong evidence that we
have socially contagious emotions that prompt very concrete actions and
behaviors. Studies show that if one of your friends becomes obese, you are
57 percent more likely to become obese yourself. If one of your friends
quits smoking cigarettes, the chances you’ll smoke decrease by 36 percent.
These social influences remain surprisingly strong even in the case of
second- and third-degree connections. If a friend of a friend becomes obese,
your odds of gaining weight increase by 20 percent. Even if an
acquaintance you barely know starts smoking, it affects the chances you’ll
light up by 11 percent. In other words, the makeup of your social circle has
profound implications for your own behavior. While what you do and when
you do it is important, so is who you do it with.



At the peak of the Greek Empire, Plato noted, “What is honored in a
country will be cultivated there.” The same holds true for a team or social
group. When sports teams go on winning streaks, there is almost always
talk of a magical chemistry that flows through the locker room. Often, it’s
not the team that has the largest collection of pure talent that wins
championships, but the team that is best able to come together. It is no
different off the athletic field. In the words of business and management
guru Peter Drucker, “Culture eats strategy for breakfast.”

While we don’t all work on teams, the significance of who we surround
ourselves with is universally important. Who we interact with day in and
day out, who we turn to when the going gets tough, and who we share our
working spaces with—all of these things have a profound impact on how
we feel and perform. If we are constantly working against the mindset of
those who surround us, it’s only a matter of time before we, too, will get

dragged down, just like some of the Air Force cadets did.> If, on the other
hand, we surround ourselves with those who support, motivate, and
challenge us, we can reach greater heights than we could have alone. In the
words of the Olympic cyclist Megan Gaurnier, “I cannot stress enough the
importance of building a ‘village’ of the right personal and professional
supporters—it’s everything.”



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Recognize the enormous power of the people with whom you surround yourself.

Positive energy, motivation, and drive are all contagious. Do what you can to cultivate
your own village of support, to surround yourself with a culture of performance.

Remember that by being positive and showing motivation, you are not only helping
yourself, but you are also helping everyone else in your life.

Unfortunately, negativity and pessimism are also contagious. Don’t put up with too
much of either. A chain is only as strong as its weakest link.

SHOWING UP

The best performers design their days strategically: They are minimalists in
order to be maximalists; they ensure their work is in harmony with their
chronotype; and they surround themselves with supportive, like-minded
people. But designing the perfect day means nothing if you don’t show up
for it. In the words of the writer James Clear, “The single greatest skill in
any endeavor is doing the work. Not doing the work that is easy for you.
Not doing the work that makes you look good. Not doing the work when
you feel inspired. Just doing the work.”

The best performers are not consistently great, but they are great at
being consistent. They show up every day and they do the work. A large
body of social science suggests that attitudes often follow behaviors. Great
performers understand this and, if nothing more, they make sure to at least
get started on all their working days.

When drafting a novel, award-winning author Haruki Murakami designs
his day with precision and adheres to a strict routine. But he’ll be the first to
tell you that the routine itself is really just there to support what matters
most—showing up. He’ll also be the first to tell you that showing up isn’t
easy:

When I’m in writing mode for a novel, I get up at 4 a.m. and work
for 5 to 6 hours. In the afternoon, I run 4 kilometers or swim for
1,500 meters (or do both), then I read a bit and listen to some
music. I go to bed at 9 p.m. I keep to this routine every day



without variation. The repetition itself becomes the important
thing; it’s a form of mesmerism. I mesmerize myself to reach a
deeper state of mind. But to hold such repetition for so long—6
months to a year—requires a good amount of mental and physical
strength. In that sense, writing a novel is like survival training.
Physical strength is as necessary as artistic sensitivity.

If you think about it, everything we’ve discussed in this chapter works
in service of showing up and being at your best when you do. Perhaps the
real secret of world-class performers is not the daily routines that they
develop, but that they stick to them. That they show up, even when they
don’t feel like it. Call it drive, call it passion, or call it grit; whatever you
call it, it must come from deep within. But, in an interesting twist, this
strength that comes from deep within is often rooted in something
“without.” When the going gets tough, great performers don’t show up for
themselves. They show up for something greater than themselves. As a
matter of fact, they transcend the very notion of the “self” altogether. That’s
where we’ll turn next.

1 One of the best ways to “restore” willpower is to take a break from the demanding task.
This explains why we generally wake up with a full tank of willpower in the morning—for
most of us, sleep is our longest break.

2 Our mental muscle is responsible not only for our ability to think critically but also for our
self-control. This means that even if your endeavor is physical in nature (e.g., running or
weightlifting), your ability to push yourself to the max—one of the most challenging
expressions of self-control there is—may depend on the decisions you made (or didn’t
make) earlier in the day. In other words, regardless of what it is that you do, eliminating
nonessential decision making can enhance your performance. This is why many coaches
do what they can to ensure athletes have nothing to think about on game day.

3 Apathy and negativity are particularly dangerous in the face of challenge. An apathetic or
negative peer exploits and amplifies preexisting doubts one might have.



SECTION 3



PURPOSE
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TRANSCEND YOUR"SELF”

As soon as Tom Boyle heard the panic in his wife’s voice, he knew
something was gravely wrong. “Oh my gosh! Tom! Tom! Did you see
that?” she screamed.

What Tom and his wife had both just witnessed was Kyle Holtrust, an
18-year-old boy, hit head-on by a Chevy Camaro while he was riding his
bike on a suburban road in Tucson, Arizona. When Boyle ran to the scene
of the crash, he noticed the car’s two front wheels were elevated ever so
slightly off the ground. Before he could fully register what was happening,
he heard screams: “Get me out, get me out! It hurts! Get me out!” Holtrust
was alive, but trapped underneath the crushing weight of the car.

Without thinking, Boyle began lifting the front end of the Camaro.
Holtrust continued to scream, “Higher! Higher!” Boyle kept lifting. After
what seemed like hours, Boyle heard Holtrust gasp, “Okay. It’s off me, but I
can’t move. I can’t move my legs. Get me out. Please! Please get me out.”

With this, unfortunately Boyle couldn’t help. His hands were full—with
over 3,700 pounds of hot iron that he was holding off the ground. While
continuing to lift the Camaro, Boyle shouted for the driver that had hit
Holtrust, who was watching in a complete daze from the side of the road, to
come and help. “I yelled at him like four or five times, and then he finally
reached underneath and pulled [Holtrust] out,” Boyle told the Arizona Daily
Star. “The driver must’ve been in shock, and he couldn’t seem to come out
of it.”

When Holtrust was finally pulled out from underneath the car, he was in
bad shape, but he was conscious and alive. Within a few minutes, an
ambulance arrived and Holtrust was rushed to a nearby hospital. When he
got there, he was treated for severe head and leg injuries. Holtrust would



require months of rehab, but he would survive. Given the circumstances,
that was nothing short of a miracle.

Although Boyle had more than tripled the world-record deadlift—the
record is 1,102 pounds; a Camaro weighs about 3,700 pounds—he wasn’t
about to start training for Olympic powerlifting. He simply returned to work
the next day as a paint shop supervisor. Outside of his transformation into
the Incredible Hulk for those few heroic moments, Boyle was a regular guy.

This story is incredible, but there are others just like it. These
unbelievable exhibitions of strength are so common that the scientific
community recognizes these acts of “superhuman” and “hysterical” strength
as being very real. Acts of superhuman strength almost always occur in life-
or-death situations. According to J. Javier Provencio, MD, director of the
neurological intensive care unit (ICU) at the Cleveland Clinic, in ordinary
circumstances the body shuts down well in advance of its limits. Fear,
fatigue, and pain act as protective mechanisms. These sensations signal to
us that if we continue with an enormous challenge, there is a good chance
we’ll fail or injure ourselves. So we stop. But in extraordinary situations,
like when someone’s life is on the line, we are capable of overriding these
defenses. We no longer feel fear, fatigue, or pain. As a result, we can push
ourselves closer to our actual limits (like lifting a Camaro). If someone had
asked Boyle to lift a Camaro on a regular Sunday afternoon he probably
would have laughed and not even tried. Even if he were offered thousands
of dollars for lifting the car, Boyle wouldn’t have been able to do it. His
mind would have shut down his body. Boyle was only able to lift the car
because Holtrust was being crushed underneath it.

But what if there were a way to harness the source of this unbelievable
strength in our own lives, and to draw upon it regularly? A University of
Michigan public health professor named Victor Strecher, PhD, says that we
can. Strecher knows this not just from his research but also from his own
life. He is someone with firsthand experience when it comes to emerging
from underneath the heaviest of weights.

BREAKING THROUGH THE LIMITS OF YOUR“SELF”

Strecher is a living legend around Ann Arbor, Michigan. He is a highly
decorated professor, an expert on health behavior change, and a successful



entrepreneur, having sold his locally developed health technology firm to a
multibillion-dollar conglomerate in 2008. But perhaps more than anything,
Strecher is known for his energy and enthusiasm in the classroom.
Watching him teach is like watching performance art, only he’s not putting
on a show. He is fully engaged with his students and his passion is evident.
The energy he brings to the lecture hall is palpable.

In 2010, when Brad was preparing to begin graduate school at the
University of Michigan, everyone told him to take Strecher’s course. It
didn’t matter that Brad was not studying health behavior change and
communication, the subject Strecher taught. “Just get into the room with
Strecher,” Brad recalls his faculty advisor, an economist, telling him. “Good
things will happen for your brain.” Unfortunately, when Brad went to sign
up for Strecher’s class, he noticed that Strecher wouldn’t be teaching that
semester.

Strecher and his family were on vacation in the Dominican Republic in the
spring of 2010. The weather was perfect. He was surrounded by his wife,
his daughters, and their boyfriends. If anyone knows the importance of
relishing in these kinds of good times with loved ones, it’s Strecher. The
man had learned to take nothing for granted.

When the younger of his two daughters, Julia, was just 14 months old,
she contracted a horrific case of chickenpox. The virus spread rampantly
and attacked her heart, which quickly began to fail. Julia’s health declined
fast, and her life hung in the balance. She needed a miracle, and she got
one. On Valentine’s Day 1991, at the University of North Carolina Medical
Center, Julia underwent one of the first pediatric heart transplants ever. It
worked. Julia survived.

Fast-forward 8 years and Julia, then age 9, became sick again. Although
Strecher and his wife, Jeri, tried not to get overly nervous with every little
scare (though who could blame them for doing so?) they sensed something
was very wrong with their daughter. Their intuition was right. They took
her to the doctor and were confronted with the worst possible news: Her
second heart was failing. She needed another miracle, another heart. For the
Strechers, it was back to the pediatric ICU and the sleepless nights that
accompany it.



Julia received another heart, but this time around the transplant was
followed by dire complications. Strecher thought his daughter was going to
die. He remembers his wife, Jeri, even in this horrific moment, being the
ultimate giver. “Jeri was making sure there was a plan to extract and donate
Julia’s organs,” he told us. “We really thought this was the end.” But lo and
behold, Julia came around. Strecher says no one could really explain it then,
and he still can’t explain it now. It was another miracle.

Julia grew into a smart and beautiful young lady. She was finishing her
first year of nursing school when she and her boyfriend joined her family in
the Dominican Republic for spring break. Everything was wonderful—until
it wasn’t. On March 2, 2010, Julia’s heart suddenly stopped beating. This
time, neither this heart nor any other one placed inside her chest would ever
start beating again. At age 19, with what should have been a full life ahead
of her, Julia was dead.

One broken heart led to another. Strecher retreated into a very dark
place, suffering in a way that only someone who has lost a child can
understand. After her second heart transplant, well aware that Julia’s life
was truly a blessing, Strecher made it his purpose to help his daughter lead
a big and fulfilled life. They traveled the world together, rode elephants in
Northern Thailand and went paragliding in the Rocky Mountains, jumping
off a 30-foot-tall boulder into a pool of water. But that purpose died with
Julia. “I just didn’t care about living at all,” recalls Strecher. “I’d lost my
way.”

Three months after Julia passed away, Strecher withdrew, alone, to a
remote cabin in Northern Michigan. One early morning, after dreaming
about Julia, Strecher paddled a kayak out into the middle of a lake. It was
only 5 a.m. The sun was rising, and aside from the small waves rippling off
his boat, Strecher was surrounded by nothing but still water. “I just started
sobbing out there, and I felt Julia come into me,” he recalls. “She said,
“You’ve got to move forward, Dad.’”

Strecher would later realize this occurred on Father’s Day.

At that moment, Strecher recognized how empty he was. He told us that
Julia was speaking to him, making him realize that he couldn’t go on living
like this—without a “why.” He needed to renew his purpose. Then he had
an epiphany. He thought that perhaps as he rekindled his own purpose he



could help others find theirs. He felt strongly that Julia was telling him to
take this path.

Clinging on to this message from his daughter, Strecher wasted no time.
He shifted much of his research to understanding the power of purpose. He
also began teaching again. As you can imagine, this wasn’t easy. “I saw
Julia’s face in every student,” he says. As time passed, Strecher committed
to developing new purposes in his own life. One of them would be “to teach
every one of my students as if they were my own daughter.”

Then something remarkable happened. Strecher started to feel better. He
still hurt, but he emerged from the dark place he was in. By no means was
his progress immediate, but he began to feel better about waking up each
day. He started to enjoy living again. And in a fascinating confluence of
events, his research was helping to explain the transformation he was
experiencing.

Strecher discovered that throughout history, when people focus on a
self-transcending purpose, or a purpose greater than themselves, they
become capable of more than they ever thought was possible. Strecher
believes this is because when we concentrate deeply on something beyond
ourselves, our ego is minimized. A large part of our ego’s role is to literally
protect our “self.” It is our ego that tells us to shut down and flee when
faced with threats. When we transcend our “self” and minimize our ego,
however, we can overcome the fears, anxieties, and physiological protective
mechanisms that so often hold us back from achieving major
breakthroughs. A whole new realm of possibilities emerges.

By focusing on helping others and teaching his students as if they were
his own daughter, Strecher was able to overcome the loss of Julia. By
focusing on saving Kyle Holtrust’s life, Boyle was able to lift a 3,700-
pound car. Although these stories may seem different at first blush, they are
both examples of how individuals channeling a self-transcending purpose
can overcome pain, fear, and fatigue to accomplish something that seems
impossible.

In order to more fully understand how this phenomenon works, it is
instructive to turn to an unlikely place: exercise science.

IS FATIGUE ALL IN YOUR HEAD?



In the early 1990s, in a physiology lab at the University of Cape Town in
South Africa, an exercise scientist named Tim Noakes, MD, unveiled a
radical new way to think about fatigue. Until then, prevailing wisdom held
that fatigue occurred in the body. At a certain intensity or duration of
physical effort, the demands we put on our muscles become too great and,
eventually, our muscles fail. Ask any athlete, from a marathon runner to a
powerlifter, and they will be familiar with the feeling. It’s not a particularly
comfortable one. What at first is a manageable burn becomes worse and
worse until they can no longer bear it. The runner’s pace slows to a mere
shuffle; the powerlifter can’t manage to hoist the barbell up for one last rep.
Try as they might, they simply run out of gas and their muscles cease to
contract.

Noakes, however, wasn’t convinced that fatigue occurred in the body or
that muscles actually ran out of gas. He questioned why so many athletes,
seemingly overwhelmed by fatigue, were suddenly able to speed up during
the final stretch of a race when the end was in sight. If the muscles were
truly dead, Noakes hypothesized, these finish-line spurts would be
impossible. To prove his point, Noakes attached electrical sensors to
athletes and then instructed them to lift weights with their legs until they
simply couldn’t lift any longer. (In exercise science, this is called “inducing
muscle failure.”) When the weights slammed down and each participant
tapped out, reporting they could no longer contract their muscles, Noakes
ran an electrical current through the sensor. Much to the surprise of
everyone—especially to the participants whose legs were dead—their
muscles contracted. Although the participants could not contract their
muscles on their own, Noakes proved that their muscles actually had more
to give. The participants felt drained, but empirically, their muscles were
not.

Noakes repeated similar versions of this experiment and observed the
same result. Although participants reported being totally depleted and
unable to contract their muscles after exercising to what they thought was
failure, when electrical stimulation was applied, without fail, their muscles
produced additional force. This led Noakes to conclude that contrary to
popular belief, physical fatigue occurs not in the body, but in the brain. It’s
not that our muscles wear out; rather, it is our brain that shuts them down
when they still have a few more percentage points to give. Noakes
speculates this is an innately programmed way of protecting ourselves.



Physiologically, we could push our bodies to true failure (i.e., injury and
organ failure), but the brain comes in and creates a perception of failure
before we actually harm ourselves. The brain, Noakes remarked, is our
“central governor” of fatigue. It’s our “ego” shutting us down when
confronted by fear and threat. In other words, we are hardwired to retreat
when the going gets tough. But like Boyle and Strecher demonstrated, it is
possible to override the central governor.

PURPOSE AND OVERRIDING THE CENTRAL
GOVERNOR

The Appalachian Trail (AT) runs 2,185 miles from Springer Mountain in
Georgia to Mount Katahdin in Maine. It takes most people between 5 and 7
months to hike the AT in its entirety. But in 2011, a young woman named
Jennifer Pharr Davis was trying to break the speed record by finishing the
hike in less than 50 days.

Unfortunately, by the 12th day of her record-attempting hike, with over
1,650 miles remaining, Pharr Davis was broken down, depleted, and ready
to give up. Perhaps the most disabling combination for a hiker—shin splints
and diarrhea—had been wreaking havoc on her body for the past 4 days.
Negative thoughts and fear were poisoning her mind. “It was the perfect
storm,” Pharr Davis told us. “I was already way off pace and thought,
“There is no way I can get the record.” I gave up.” She approached a
juncture on New Hampshire roads where she was meeting her husband,
Brew, who was supporting the hike. She was sad to quit, but relieved to be
done.

The buildup to that juncture started 7 years earlier when Pharr Davis
was 21. Upon finishing college, it struck her that her traditional education
had “happened in a box.” She knew nothing about the natural environment,
and sensed that something central to her human experience was missing.
Though she wasn’t completely sure why, she longed to connect with nature.

So, upon graduating college in 2005, Pharr Davis set out on the AT for
the first time. The experience taught her far more than rudimentary
backpacking skills. “I met wonderful companions and felt indescribable
awe,” she said. “I learned to prioritize people and experiences over stuff.”
But perhaps more than anything, she connected with nature in a visceral



way. “I discovered nature was not separate from me, but that I could be a
part of nature, flowing with it.” Pharr Davis said she felt closest to God
while on the trail. “I realized that maybe my gift is an ability to move
swiftly in the wilderness. As a Christian, I felt obligated to use that gift.”

And use that gift she did. Pharr Davis became an avid hiker and spent
an increasing proportion of her waking hours out in nature. Just a few years
later, in 2008, with more training under her belt and the support (both on
and off the trail) of her new husband, Pharr Davis hiked the AT in 57 days.
It marked the fastest-known time ever for a woman. By then, hiking had
become an integral part of her life. She started to think, “Maybe I could
break the overall record.”

The overall record stood at 477 days and had been held by a long line
of competitive male athletes who specialized in ultra-endurance events.
Although Pharr Davis’s breaking the overall record would be akin to a
woman beating all the professional men at the Boston Marathon (i.e.,
unthinkable), she had unshakeable self-belief and the backing of her
husband Brew. They devoted themselves to going for it, dedicating the next
3 years of their lives to training and preparation.

Fast-forward to June 28, 2011, when Pharr Davis’s drive and chances of
breaking the overall record came to a crippling halt as she approached Brew
on those New Hampshire roads. “I finally got to Brew and told him I was
quitting,” she says, but “Brew was not okay with it.” Brew, who was
supporting the record attempt, reminded her that he had given up so much
of himself for her, and that this was a team effort. It was only then, looking
into her husband’s eyes, that she realized something critical. “Until then,
everything had been about me and the record,” she said. “I was a slave to
the record; it was all I was thinking about.” At that moment, though, Pharr
Davis had a revelation that changed everything:

I just totally released from the record. I started hiking out of a
greater faith. I wanted to honor my God, to get back to the
reasons that got me hooked on hiking to begin with—a love for
the wilderness, a love for my husband, and to use my gift. 1
remembered that I feel closest to God when I am hiking up and
down the trail as a part of nature, when I am loving my husband,
when I am relishing in my gift. All of a sudden, the hike was no



longer about a record, it was no longer about me. The whole
thing became an act of worship to something greater than myself.

Although her physical discomfort ebbed and flowed throughout the
hike, Pharr Davis’s psychological distress evaporated after that paradigm
shift. Once she stopped focusing on herself and instead became absorbed in
thoughts that were beyond herself, she quickly ascended from the deep hole
she was in. She felt renewed, refreshed, and reenergized. She told us her
fatigue eased and she became more comfortable confronting her fears. With
her mind rapt in love for her husband, love for nature, and love for her god,
she hiked on.

Thirty-four days later, after averaging over 47 miles per day on the
gnarliest terrain, Pharr Davis had accomplished the impossible. She
shattered the overall record by 26 hours, a feat that earned her the title of

National Geographic Adventurer of the Year.!

When we shared Pharr Davis’s story with Strecher, the University of
Michigan professor who studies purpose, he responded with an unusually
short email: “Wow.” He later told us Pharr Davis’s experience on the
Appalachian Trail is a profound example of ego minimization. He
explained that she was harnessing the power of purpose to overcome her
fears and doubts, and pointed us to new brain science that sheds light on
what may have been unfolding inside her head.

For a recent study published in the Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences, researchers, including Strecher, used fMRI scans to
examine what happens inside the brain when people are presented with
threatening messages. Individuals who were asked to reflect deeply on their
core values prior to receiving a threatening message showed heightened
neural activity in a part of the brain associated with “positive valuation.” In
other words, their underlying neurology became more receptive to an
otherwise threatening situation. They were overriding their central
governor. Instead of shutting them down when faced with a threat, their
brains were moving them toward the challenge. What’s more, these effects
were not confined solely to the lab. The individuals who reflected on their
core values actually went on to overcome threats and fears in their lives at a
much greater rate than a control group.



What Pharr Davis accomplished physically on the AT is extraordinary,
and undoubtedly requires a gift that lies at least partially in genetics. But
what she did psychologically is no less remarkable, and is accessible to all
of us. By focusing on something beyond ourselves and reflecting on our
core values, we can all more courageously confront challenges and improve
our performance.

It’s not just physical performance that improves with a self-transcending
purpose. In a meta-analysis of over 200,000 workers (nonathletes) across
numerous industries, researchers found the belief that one’s job had a
positive impact on others was associated with better performance. Other
research suggests that purpose reduces burnout and even helps with
adherence to challenging health behaviors like dieting or quitting smoking.
All of this makes sense. In situations that feel scary or overwhelming, our
brain—our central governor, our ego, our “self”—automatically tries to
protect us from failure. It shuts us down and tells us to turn in the other
direction. Even if failure doesn’t mean physical injury, our ego doesn’t like
emotional injury, either—it doesn’t want to risk getting embarrassed, so it
ushers us down the safe route. It’s only when we transcend our “self” that
we can break through our self-imposed limits.

In a paradoxical twist, the less we think about ourselves, the better we
become.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Our “ego” or “self” or “central governor” serves as a protective mechanism that holds
us back from reaching our true limits.

When faced with great challenges, our ego is biologically programmed to shut us
down, telling us to turn in the other direction.

By focusing on a self-transcending purpose, or a reason for doing something beyond
our “self,” we can override our ego and break through our self-imposed limits.

To the extent you can, link your activities to a greater purpose (more on how to do
this in Chapter 9). This way, when you are faced with formidable challenges and your
mind is telling you to quit, you can ask yourself why you are undertaking them. If the
answer is “for someone or something greater than myself,” you'll be more likely to
push onward.

Thinking less about your “self” is one of the best ways to improve yourself.

PURPOSE AND MOTIVATION

A self-transcending purpose not only allows us to overcome our greatest
fears and break through our limits, it also improves our performance in less
heroic, everyday activities. In one study, researchers from the Wharton
School at the University of Pennsylvania found that hospital janitors who
cleaned bedpans and mopped floors performed better and reported higher
levels of satisfaction when their job was framed as being integral to the
healing of other people. The janitors were constantly reminded that by
keeping the hospital clean, they were minimizing the chance of bacteria
spreading and harming the already vulnerable patients. They no longer saw
their job as just removing vomit from the floors; they saw it as saving lives.
Some hospitals have even eliminated the job titles “janitor” and “custodian”
in favor of titles like “health and safety team member” or “environmental
health worker.”

Other research shows that college students working as phone solicitors
asking alumni for donations improved their performance after a recent
graduate spoke to them about how grateful he was for their work. This
wasn’t just any graduate student, though; he had attended the university on
scholarship dollars raised via the solicitation efforts of the students. In the



month following this meeting, the student solicitors raised 171 percent more
money.

These are just two of many examples that show how linking one’s work
to a greater purpose enhances everyday performance, even on mundane
tasks. Just ask yourself: Are you more likely to give something your all if
you know doing so will benefit someone else or a greater cause? For almost
every great performer we asked, the answer was an enthusiastic yes.

To learn more about why this is the case, much like we did to see how
purpose helps us overcome our fears, we decided to yet again break down
disciplinary barriers and turn to exercise science.

Samuele Marcora, PhD, is the director of research at the University of
Kent School of Sport and Exercise Sciences. Like Noakes, Marcora
believes that fatigue has both physical and psychological components. But
unlike Noakes, Marcora thinks fatigue is more complicated than a
protective central governor that only shuts us down when we approach our
limits. Instead, Marcora believes that we constantly weigh our perceptions
of effort associated with an activity (i.e., how hard something feels) against
our motivation to do that activity. When perception of effort is greater than
motivation, we slow down or ease up until the two are balanced. It follows
that the more motivated we are, the greater the perception of effort we are
willing to tolerate. According to Marcora, an athlete can improve her
performance by either decreasing her perception of effort (i.e., training her
body so that running 5-minute miles feels easier) or by increasing her
motivation.

When it comes to increasing motivation, a wide body of research
suggests doing something for others is far more effective than traditional
incentives like money or reputation. Perhaps this is why after unbelievable,
record-breaking performances—ones that inevitably required enduring
immense pain and suffering—athletes never say they were thinking about
how great it would feel to be a champion or how much money they would
win. Rather, after crossing the finish line, they almost always report that
when the pain came on, they began thinking about their family, their god, or
their friend who has cancer. They were able to endure the pain, to say
“more” when their bodies were screaming “less,” because they were
supremely motivated by a self-transcending purpose.

One of our favorite examples is Ashton Eaton, the two-time Olympic
champion decathlete who some say is the greatest athlete of all time. In



order to break the world record at the 2015 world championships, Eaton
needed to run faster than 4 minutes and 18 seconds in the final event, the
1500 meters. This posed a significant challenge in and of itself. But Eaton
had already completed the other 9 events, and he had more or less locked up
a gold medal. In other words, he was dead-tired and had little to gain from
going all out, especially because the record he would be trying to break was
his own, set a few years prior.

Nevertheless, Eaton decided to go for it. Why, you might wonder?
Eaton told the media that when the pain came on, “I was just thinking, it’s
not for me so I have to go.” When further questioned, Eaton said, “Really I
was just thinking about me sitting on the couch when I was little and
watching somebody like Michael Johnson or Carl Lewis jump and run, and
that’s the reason I’'m here today. I thought maybe there’s a kid on a couch
somewhere and if I break this world record they may be inspired to do
something.” Eaton ran the 1500 in 4 minutes and 17 seconds.

Another example is Meb Keflezighi, who, in 2014, became the first
American to win the Boston Marathon in over 30 years. His historic win
was extra special because it occurred just 1 year after the horrific terrorist
attack at the 2013 race. Keflezighi credits his incredible performance to the
inspiration he felt while running for those who had died in the terrorist
attack the year before (known as the Boston Bombing). He even wrote their
names on his race bib. Representing both the victims of the prior year’s
attack, but also as the top American in the race, he ran with greater purpose
and motivation. “Toward the end I was remembering the victims who
passed away,” he said. “They helped carry me through.”

While Marcora’s research and the examples of Eaton and Keflezighi are
in the realm of athletics, it’s easy to see this theory come to life in other
arenas, too. By linking their work to a greater purpose, for example, the
hospital janitors and student solicitors increased their motivation in a big
way. As a result, they were able to tolerate a greater perceived effort on the
job, whether this meant cleaning more arduously or calling more alumni
with heightened focus and engagement. Ultimately, they performed better.

Purpose fosters motivation; motivation lets us endure a greater
perception of effort; and enduring a greater perception of effort often results
in better performance. This equation holds true in every field—from the
track to the workplace. And as we’re about to see, it even holds true in the
artist’s studio.



Emil Alzamora has art in his DNA. Both his mother and grandmother were
successful artists. He grew up in Lima, Peru, just a short walk from the
ceramics studio where his family worked. He was drawing before he was
walking. “Art was everywhere,” he recalled. “I was totally immersed in it.”
Though he never felt pressured by his family to pursue art, he was naturally
drawn to it. Eventually he moved to the United States, where he attended
Florida State University College of Fine Arts, graduating magna cum laude.
The only problem was that while his education left him technically sound
on art theory and art history, he hadn’t learned much about sculpting, the
form he was most drawn to.

In order to gain the real-world experience he needed, he moved to New
York City and began working at Polich Tallix, an internationally recognized
foundry. There, he worked alongside some of the best sculptors in the
world. “It took great stamina,” he explains, “but for the first time, I was
learning what it meant to be a sculptor.” Alzamora learned fast, and he rose
quickly in the art scene. It wasn’t long before his works were being
exhibited across the world at sites that included the United Nations
building, PepsiCo’s world headquarters, and the Queens Museum. He has
also received positive reviews from numerous publications, including the
prestigious New York Times arts section. But while the acclaim and praise is
great, for Alzamora the work that lay underneath it is even greater. “I feel
like an endurance athlete,” Alzamora told us. “My approach to sculpture is
a physical tribulation. A constant battle against fatigue.”

Yet the physical demands are minor when Alzamora considers his duty
to his family. Trying to make a career out of art is risky business. There is
no job security, nor are there any guarantees. The artist is subject to the
whims of the gallery owner, critic, and collector, and dramatic ups and
downs are common. Though it takes years of hard work, risk, and delayed
income to even have a chance of making it to the top of the art world, once
there, it can feel like an arduous battle to remain. As we mentioned in the
Introduction of this book, anxiety and even depression are highly prevalent
in artists, and Alzamora admitted his anxiety to us. But he told us that when
he wakes up in the morning, his “mission to promote growth and positivity
through my art trumps my anxiety.”

“It’s a real struggle to deal with all the non-art parts of the art world,”
Alzamora says. “It can be a vicious environment rife with politics and
backstabbing.” He went on to tell us that he often feels discouraged and



worn out from all the business aspects of the industry: the “selling” not only
of his work, but also of himself. “If it were up to me, I would wake up, eat
breakfast, and make art all day, every day. Unfortunately, I can no longer do
that.”

Alzamora is a realist; he understands that he needs to make a living to
support his family. But that doesn’t make it any easier for him to endure
everything peripheral to the art, all of which becomes more time- and
energy-consuming as he becomes better known. He told us that when he is
most fed up—on the verge of wanting to quit altogether—it’s not the
potential financial rewards or the acclaim he’ll receive for his next great
work that he thinks about. “When I’m really down and drowning in it, I
remind myself of why I do this in the first place,” he said. “I create art to
make people smile, cry, connect to one another, and connect to the earth. To
be a part of something bigger. That makes putting up with all the crap worth
it.”

PURPOSE AND GRIT

University of Pennsylvania psychologist Angela Duckworth, PhD, might
say that Alzamora is a particularly “gritty” artist. Duckworth won a
MacArthur Fellowship “genius grant” for her work on “grit,” or the
tendency to sustain interest in and effort toward very long-term goals.
Duckworth says that grit is a “hallmark of high achievers in every domain.”
Gritty people hang in there and persevere when others quit.

Duckworth found that grit is not innate. Rather, it can be cultivated over
time. While there is no single way to develop grit, the trait is often
accompanied by a strong sense of purpose. Especially when the going gets
tough, gritty people draw upon a greater cause for inspiration and stick-to-
itiveness. As Duckworth and her colleagues wrote in a 2014 paper, “Highly
aversive experiences may become more bearable when they are viewed as
having positive consequences that transcend the self.” The power of
purpose strikes yet again, this time as a theme underlying grit.

Perhaps the most extreme example of grit can be seen in Holocaust
survivors. Even after being starved and tortured, and watching their loved
ones get shipped off to the gas chambers, Holocaust survivors continued
fighting to live. While the horrors of the Holocaust are unimaginable for



those of us who did not experience them, a psychiatrist and Holocaust
survivor named Viktor Frankl, PhD, has shed light on how he and others
managed to survive. In his book, Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl wrote,
“A man who becomes conscious of the responsibility he bears toward a
human being who affectionately waits for him, or to an unfinished work,
will never be able to throw away his life.”

Of course this is the most extreme example, and we are by no means
attempting to equate enduring a tough stretch at the office or the gym to
surviving the Holocaust. But we decided to include Frankl’s insights
because they exemplify, in quite a profound and extreme manner, how
being motivated by a self-transcending purpose allows one to endure even
the toughest—the most horrific—of situations.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

We are constantly balancing perception of effort, or how hard something feels, with
motivation.

If we want to endure more effort, which often leads to better performance, we may
need to increase our motivation.

The best way to increase motivation is to link our work to a greater purpose or cause.

Not only will focusing on activities that help others make the world a better place, it
will also make you a better performer.

Especially when we are feeling tired or worn out, we should think about why we are
doing what we are doing.

GIVE BACK TO GET BACK

Burnout tends to strike at the worst times. If you’re an athlete, you might be
in, or on your way to, the best shape of your life. If you’re a business
person, perhaps you just landed a new promotion that you worked your ass
off to get. If you’re an artist, maybe you’re nearing completion of your
masterpiece. And then all of a sudden you just don’t feel like doing it
anymore. You lose the drive, passion, and interest. You burn out.

Burnout is intimately linked to our fight-or-flight stress response. After
a prolonged period of too much stress, our “flight” trigger kicks in, urging
us to flee from whatever it is that is causing the stress. Burnout is quite
common in people who are pushing to get the most out of themselves. This
is because continually growing and improving requires adding stress over
days, weeks, months, and years. As we discussed in Section 1 of this book,
alternating between periods of stress and rest helps prevent burnout. Even
so, when we push close to our breaking point (and remember, that’s the
goal) we run the risk of pushing just a bit too hard and crossing a fine line.
When this happens, we start feeling burnt out.

Traditional thinking on burnout advises that we take an extended break
from our work, whatever that work might be. Sometimes this can be
effective, but often it’s not an option. An Olympic hopeful can’t just stop
training 6 months out from a qualifying event, and most people can’t just
take 3 months off from their jobs. Not to mention, when people do



completely remove themselves from whatever endeavor led to their
burnout, many lose their connection and never return.

The good news is that behavioral science offers an alternative approach
for managing burnout that does not require extended time off and has the
potential to actually strengthen your drive and motivation. We are going to
call this “give back to get back,” and it’s based on the research of
psychology professors Shelley Taylor, PhD, of the University of California,
Los Angeles, and Adam Grant, PhD, of the Wharton School at the
University of Pennsylvania. The basic premise of “give back to get back” is
that instead of moving away from your work when burnout strikes, you may
actually need to move closer to it, albeit in a different manner.

That different manner is “giving back” to your field. This can take many
forms, including volunteering and mentoring, but the basic gist is that you
should focus on helping others. Helping others activates reward and
pleasure centers in the brain. Not only does this make you feel better, but it
also helps you re-associate positive emotions with your pursuit. For these
reasons, giving back often results in renewed energy and motivation. In his
New York Times bestselling book Give and Take, Grant references research
from across fields—from teaching to nursing—to show that giving back is a
powerful antidote to burnout.

But aren’t teaching and nursing inherently helping fields? In theory, yes,
which is why they attract people who are naturally inclined to give in the
first place. But as any teacher or nurse will tell you, in the day-to-day grind
of the work, it’s very easy to lose sight of direct student/patient impact and
instead feel like a small cog in an inefficient machine. This is why
providing opportunities for teachers and nurses to directly help others in a
manner that yields tangible results has been proven to reduce burnout.
Grant writes that having a “sense of lasting impact protect[s] against stress,
preventing exhaustion,” and he encourages people in high-stress jobs to
actively seek out opportunities to “give back” in intimate ways.

While we could go on forever about Grant’s compelling research on the
powers of giving back, his personal story is equally as telling. Long before
becoming a bestselling author and one of the country’s top-rated professors,
Grant was a competitive diver, twice earning high school All-America
honors before diving collegiately at Harvard.

During our discussion on “giving,” Grant reflected back to his senior
year of high school, when he confronted a serious case of burnout himself.



“Back then,” he told us, “diving was my life. I practiced 9 hours a day the
summer between my junior and senior years, so much that I kept duct tape
on the bottom of my feet as a second layer of skin to manage [the] blisters
[I got] from scraping against the board all day.” Grant’s training had gone
even better than expected, and he was in a great place heading into the
biggest meet of his senior year. He was in the best form of his life—he told
us that he “was ready for a peak performance.” And then Grant had an off-
day. What should have been the climax to 4 years of hard work and
dedication turned out to be a total disaster. He missed his dives and got
beaten by a bunch of athletes who he had beaten easily before. “I went to a
dark place,” Grant said. “I was depressed, and I didn’t want to touch a
diving board again.”

In Grant’s mind, he was done with the sport, and he no longer wanted to
dive collegiately. But others in the diving community could not bear to see
his career end that way, especially when his best years were still ahead of
him. After tons of tough love, Grant’s mentors finally convinced him to
come back to the pool. Not as an athlete, but as a coach of younger divers.
“It completely rejuvenated me,” Grant said of coaching. “I took a
tremendous amount of joy in working with and seeing other divers get
better. It reminded me what I loved about diving in the first place—how
much personal growth I experienced through the sport.” It wasn’t long after
getting into coaching that Grant was back on the board himself, going on to
have a successful collegiate diving career.

Grant’s story especially resonated with one of us. As you read earlier,
Steve was beyond burnt out from running. There was a period when Steve
wanted nothing to do with the sport that he had given so much of the first
22 years of his life to. But it wasn’t an extended break or sports psychology
that brought Steve back into the running community. Rather, it was
coaching. Long before Steve was a coach of Olympians, he started coaching
high school runners.

Much like Grant did with coaching divers, Steve found fulfillment in
volunteering to help coach a raggedy team of teenage runners who were in
need of mentorship. At the time, Steve was heartbroken that he couldn’t run
a mile in under 4 minutes. But then he saw how thrilled the kids he coached
were to run a mile in under 6 minutes and he couldn’t help but smile.
Moments like these reminded Steve of what the sport was all about: fair
competition and the simple act of working hard to improve oneself. By



shifting his focus away from trying to be America’s best runner and toward
helping others, Steve slowly but surely regained his love for the sport.



PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

Find opportunities to give back in the context of your work; these can be more
intensive, such as coaching and mentoring, or less intensive, such as posting sincere
advice in online forums.

The only criteria is that your “giving” is closely linked to your work and that you give
without the expectation of getting anything back.

While “giving” is especially powerful for preventing and reversing burnout, you should
still aim to avoid burnout by supporting stress with appropriate rest.

THE POWER OF PURPOSE

While some may possess a self-transcending purpose, others may not. And
the idea that one can simply come up with a self-transcending purpose out
of thin air seems like a fool’s errand. But a self-transcending purpose
doesn’t come from thin air. It comes from inside you. You just have to find
it. University of Michigan professor Strecher has created a tool that helps
individuals create their own self-transcending purposes based on their core
values. Using Strecher’s step-by-step process, we came up with the
following purpose for writing this book:

Help people discover how they can get the most out of themselves
in a healthy and sustainable way, and prevent the next case of
burnout, dissatisfaction, and unhappiness.

We’ve referenced this purpose throughout the process of writing this
book and reflected upon it regularly, especially at times when we were
discouraged, scared, or downright tired.

In the next chapter, we’ll walk you through the process of developing
your own self-transcending purpose (and reaffirming it if you already have
one), and then recommend some of the best ways that you can harness it.
But first, to reiterate the power of purpose, we’ll leave you with the
following words from Holocaust survivor and psychiatrist Victor Frankl:



By declaring that man is responsible and must actualize the
potential meaning of his life, I wish to stress that the true meaning
of life is to be discovered in the world rather than within man or
his own psyche, as though it were a closed system. I have termed
this constitutive characteristic “the self-transcendence of human
existence.” It denotes the fact that being human always points,
and is directed, to something or someone, other than oneself—be
it a meaning to fulfill or another human being to encounter. The
more one forgets himself—by giving himself to a cause to serve or
another person to love—the more human he is and the more he
actualizes himself. What is called self-actualization is not an
attainable aim at all, for the simple reason that the more one
would strive for it, the more he would miss it. In other words, self-
actualization is possible only as a side-effect of self-
transcendence.

1 In the spring of 2016, an ultra-endurance athlete named Karl Meltzer set a new record of
45 days and 22 hours. Interestingly, when Brad interviewed Meltzer for Runner’s World
magazine, he said that whenever he found himself in darks spots, he would show
gratitude to those supporting him and immediately feel better. The less Meltzer thought
about himself, the better he performed.
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DEVELOP YOUR PURPOSE

In this chapter, you’ll develop your purpose.' If you already have one,
consider this an opportunity to fine-tune and reaffirm it. After homing in on
your purpose, you’ll learn some simple ways to weave it into your day,
ensuring that you live in alignment with it and harness its performance-
enhancing power. But before we dive right in, it is important to dispel a few
common misconceptions.

You need not be religious, or even spiritual, to have a purpose.

Purpose isn’t a mystical endeavor. As you are about to find out, the
process of creating a purpose is based upon rational reflection.

It’s okay to have more than one purpose. For example, in the previous
chapter we shared with you our purpose for writing this book, but we
also have additional purposes that apply to other areas of our lives.

It’s also okay to have only one purpose. Some people have one purpose
that cuts across everything they do. For example:

To serve and honor my god by being the best person I can be every
day.

To bring positive energy to everything I do and to share that energy
with everyone I interact with.

To pause and reflect on how my actions (prior to acting) will impact
others.

No one is stopping you from having a self-centered purpose. But as you
read in the previous chapter, self-transcending purposes not only make



the world a better place, they also enhance your performance. So while
it’s not a requirement, we encourage you to find ways to apply your
strengths to something greater than yourself.

Your purpose can change over time. As a matter of fact, it should!
Perhaps the only constant in life is change. Revisit this process as often
as you like.

Developing an initial draft of your purpose should take about 15 to 20
minutes, and we suggest doing it in one sitting. While we strongly

recommend everyone go through this process,” if you are certain you’ve
already honed your purpose, you can skip ahead to “HARNESSING THE
POWER OF YOUR PURPOSE” where we discuss how you can best
harness its performance-enhancing power.

SELECT YOUR CORE VALUES

Core values are your fundamental beliefs and guiding principles. They are
the things that matter most to you, and they help dictate your behavior and
actions. Select up to five core values from the list that follows. This list isn’t
comprehensive, so if something comes to mind that you don’t see here, go
ahead and use it.

Achievement

Commitment

Community

Consistency

Courage

Creativity

Education

Efficiency

Enjoyment

Enthusiasm



Expertise
Honesty
Independence
Inspiration
Kindness
Loyalty
Motivation
Optimism
Positivity
Pragmatism
Relationships
Responsibility
Security
Self-control
Spirituality
Tradition
Reliability
Reputation
Vitality
For example, when developing our purpose for writing this book we
selected the following core values:
Community
Creativity
Enjoyment
Expertise

Relationships



PERSONALIZE YOUR CORE VALUES

For each core value that you selected, write a sentence or two that

“customizes” it, making it more personal to you. Here is how we

customized the core values underlying our decision to write this book:
Community: Help readers get more out of themselves and enjoy the
process of doing so.

Creativity: Unify disparate ideas from across domains in a way that is
meaningful and insightful.

Enjoyment: Have fun! We love to learn, and we love the challenge of
communicating, so we should keep that in mind and relish in it! If we
enjoy the process of writing, we’re likely to do a better job at it.

Expertise: Gain knowledge in a subject area that we are both passionate
about: health and human performance. Apply what we learn in our own
lives and share this knowledge with readers so they, too, can apply it in
theirs.

Relationships: Take advantage of this opportunity to develop
relationships with interesting people whom we can continue to interact
with and learn from, well beyond the process of writing this book.

RANK YOUR CORE VALUES

Here comes the hard part. Now that you’ve personalized your core values,
rank them, with the first being the most deeply held value (i.e., the most
important). For example, our ranking looks like this:

Creativity

Community

Relationships

Expertise

gk e

Enjoyment



WRITE YOUR PURPOSE STATEMENT

Congratulations. You’ve selected and reflected upon your core values. Now
you are primed to write your purpose statement. Your purpose statement
should reflect your customized core values and should be anywhere from
one to three sentences. Here are a few examples:

Help people discover how they can get the most out of themselves in a
healthy and sustainable way, and prevent the next case of burnout,
dissatisfaction, and unhappiness.

Be ready for someone when they need me—because I’ve had so much
help and love from other people when I needed them!

Give the children in my school a clean building.
Study and understand nature, then give this knowledge to others.
Be more engaged with my partner.

Be the best athlete that I can be so that others are inspired to push their
own limits.

Make beautiful art that makes people smile, cry, connect to one another,
and connect to the earth.

HARNESSING THE POWER OF YOUR PURPOSE

We hope that you found the process for developing a purpose as valuable as
we did. It’s okay if you aren’t certain that you came up with the perfect
purpose. As a matter of fact, even if you feel like you did, we encourage
you to revisit your purpose (and the process that led you to it) the next time
you pick up this book. Refinement is always encouraged, especially early
on.

Soon enough, however, you should feel comfortable that your purpose
is accurate—that is to say, it reflects who you are and what you believe in.

Now it’s time to put your purpose to use. What follows are practical
ways for you to systematically remind yourself of your purpose and harness
its power. As you’re about to read, nothing that we suggest is too hard or
time-consuming. In total, these tips should add no more than 3 minutes to



your day. But these simple ways to weave purpose into your life pay large
dividends. They are designed to make you a healthier, happier, and better
person. And while that last sentence sounds like it’s born out of the self-
help canon, you’ll soon see that it’s actually born out of science.

Visual Cues

Write down your purpose and strategically stick it in places where you are
likely to need a boost. This way, when the going gets tough, your purpose is
right there to remind you why you are working so hard. As we discussed in
the previous chapter, research shows that reflecting on your core values and
purpose literally changes your brain in ways conducive to overcoming fear
and increasing motivation and grit. Even if you only glance at your purpose
for a split second, perhaps not even fully processing it, simply having it
within your visual field can help. Studies show that non-conscious visual
cues (i.e., those that we don’t fully process) can alter the perception of
effort, making something that is objectively hard feel easier. And as we
mentioned in the previous chapter, consciously engaging with your purpose,
even for just a few seconds, can have profound effects on your brain and
subsequent motivation.

Here are a few examples of how great performers strategically use
visual cues to remind themselves of their purpose when they are likely to
need it most:

A professional bike racer puts his purpose on the handlebars of his bike.
Whenever the pace, and associated pain, picks up, his natural inclination
is to drop his head and look down. Every time he does that, he’ll be
looking at his purpose: To inspire other people to get out of their
comfort zones and live life to its fullest. And then, he’ll proceed to push
a bit harder and endure a bit more suffering.

A middle manager at a health care company often gets frustrated when
frontline staff call her with what she thinks are stupid questions about a
report her department publishes. She notices herself being short on the
phone and, at times, even ignoring calls altogether. She writes her job-
specific purpose—to make a difference in the lives of other human
beings—on a sticky note that she sticks to her phone. This way,



whenever the phone rings, she connects questions about the report,
however trivial they may seem, to the report’s ultimate purpose:
improving patient care. Now, every time the phone rings, she’ll be
reminded that providing a thoughtful and correct answer is an input to
helping sick people heal, to making a difference in the lives of other
people.

An artist created a word-art version of her purpose and blew it up. But
she didn’t post this in the studio. She posted it in her office. As you
heard earlier, the hardest part about the job for many artists is all the
non-art stuff. Having her purpose in her office reminds her of why she
puts up with the all the extraneous crap—so she can make beautiful art
that moves people.

We (Steve and Brad) put our purpose on our computers! Whenever we
sat down to write, we were reminded of why we were working. We are
confident that you are reading a better book because of this. As a matter
of fact, without our purpose, we aren’t even sure if we would have
written this book to begin with. Going part-time in our more traditional
jobs to write a book was scary. Our prior setup was much safer
financially, but we weren’t helping people discover how they can get the
most out of themselves in a healthy and sustainable way, and preventing
the next case of burnout, dissatisfaction, and unhappiness. This little
reminder gave us the courage and confidence to write on.

Hopefully these examples can help you think of the perfect places to tag
with your purpose: places where you may need a little extra courage to
overcome fear or a boost in motivation to endure. The key is that your
purpose is somewhere that you’re likely to look during challenges. We also
recommend sticking your purpose on your bathroom mirror. This serves as
a nice way to mark the start of your day and helps you get the most out of it.

Self-Talk

Merriam-Webster’s dictionary defines “mantra” in a few ways. The most
common definition is “a word or phrase that is repeated often or that
expresses someone’s basic beliefs.” The other definition is “a mystical
formula of invocation.” An invocation, meanwhile, is defined as “the action



of invoking something or someone for assistance; the summoning of the
supernatural.” If we put all of this together, our working definition of
mantra becomes “repeating a word or phrase that matters and that has
seemingly mystical and supernatural powers.”

It seems that a purpose is the perfect mantra. A purpose is a statement
that not only matters, but that matters most. And, as you learned in the
previous chapter, purpose holds a range of seemingly mystical and
supernatural powers—from increasing courage and overcoming fear, to
providing endurance in even the toughest of circumstances. It should come
as no surprise, then, that using our purpose as a mantra during “self-talk”
(repeating it in our heads) can have significant performance-enhancing
effects.

There is widespread evidence that self-talk boosts performance. In
particular, studies show that self-talk increases motivation and willingness
to endure uncomfortable situations. Self-talk is most effective when what
we tell ourselves is short, specific, and, most important, consistent. Thus, if
your purpose is on the lengthy side, when using it as a self-talk strategy you
may want to condense it into a few words that capture its essence. Self-talk
is especially helpful in situations when our bodies and/or minds are telling
us to quit, but we want to keep going. It helps us keep our cool and avoid
amygdala hijack, or the emotional takeover of the brain that we discussed in
Chapter 4. And, especially if the content of self-talk reflects a self-
transcending purpose, it can empower us to do more than we ever thought
possible.

As you might imagine, this strategy is quite common in athletics. Every
athlete with whom we spoke in the process of writing this book told us that
they use self-talk. During the final few miles of a marathon, for example,
Olympic marathoner Desiree Linden told us that self-talk is as, if not more,
important as hydration. But self-talk is a strategy that can be lifted out of
athletics and put to great use in other fields, too. Regardless of what you are
doing—whether you are using your body, mind, or soul—repeating a
purpose-driven mantra during times of fear, pain, or apprehension can yield
big benefits. Doing so grounds us, attenuates negative emotions, and quiets
our ego, which as you learned in Chapter 8 loves nothing more than telling
us to quit.

Although Merriam-Webster’s dictionary may define the benefits of a
mantra as mystical, by now you should know they are actually quite



scientific.

Nightly Reflection

During the discussion of visual cues, we recommended that you stick your
purpose on your bathroom mirror so you see it every morning to start your
day. Coming full circle, we also think it’s a good idea to reflect on your
purpose every night. In particular, we encourage you to ask yourself: On a
scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being “completely” and 1 being “not at all”), did
you live today with purpose? After making your ranking, spend just a
minute or two reflecting on what you could have done differently to move
closer to a 10. If you gave yourself a 10, reflect on what you did to get
there. This short and simple act goes a long way toward helping you make
the changes necessary to live in fuller alignment with your purpose, which
as you already know improves performance in just about everything. While
it’s fine to go through this exercise in your head, research suggests that
physically writing these reflections down enhances not only your
performance but also your health.

“Expressive writing”—a type of journaling that involves exploring
issues that are integral and foundational to our lives—has been shown to
strengthen the cells in our immune systems. In addition, expressive writing
is associated with declines in depression and anxiety, reduced blood
pressure, fewer visits to the doctor, improved lung and liver function, and
increases in positivity and social connectedness. Scientists speculate that
expressive writing yields such profound results because it gives us a safe
space to reflect on the issues that are most important to us. Many of us
otherwise inhibit these thoughts and feelings, keeping them to ourselves.
But as anyone who has kept deep feelings bottled up inside knows, doing so
can cause a great deal of tension. Yet, at the same time, sharing them with
others can also be a less-than-comfortable experience. By letting the words
that reflect our deepest values and emotions pour out onto the page, we
release tension and in doing so improve our health. In the words of
University of Texas at Austin professor James Pennebaker, PhD, a pioneer
of expressive writing research, “Standing back every now and then and
evaluating where you are in life is really important.” If anything epitomizes
Pennebaker’s definition of expressive writing, it’s when we reflect on our



purpose in an effort to determine how closely we lived in accordance with
it.

A PURPOSE-DRIVEN LIFE

While reminding yourself of your purpose yields big benefits, what we
really want is for you to act on it. There is nothing that enhances
performance, vitality, and health like living on purpose. If you get only one
thing out of this book, we hope it is this.

Once you’ve developed a purpose, do whatever it is you can to build a
life that allows you fulfill it. The closer you can move to a 10—living
completely in alignment with your purpose—the better, happier, and
healthier you’ll be. In the words of Ryan Hall, the fastest American
marathon runner of all time, living out your purpose “is the best feeling in
the world.”

1 This process is inspired by the original On Purpose mobile application developed by
Victor Strecher, PhD. We thank Strecher not only for helping us find our purpose, but also
for giving us permission to use his process to help you find yours. For more on Strecher’s
approach, visit www.JoolHealth.com.

2 Admittedly, we (i.e., Brad and Steve) don’t love it when books include activities like this.
But we guarantee this one is worthwhile.


http://www.joolhealth.com/

CONCLUSION

There is nothing more gratifying or fulfilling than setting a goal on the outer
boundaries of what we think is possible, and then systematically pursuing it.
In a paradoxical twist, we are often at our best when we wholly immerse
ourselves in the process of getting better. All of the great performers you
heard from in this book share the inability to be content. Even though they
may be atop their respective fields, they remain fiercely driven to improve.
We hope that you are inspired to adopt a similar mindset in your own
pursuits.

Throughout this book, we’ve covered the key principles underlying
healthy, sustainable peak performance:

Stress + rest = growth
The power of developing optimal routines and designing your day

Purpose

While we hope that you’ve enjoyed reading, the real fun begins when
you lift the ink off these pages and apply the principles in your own life.

Take note: None of the great performers that you heard from in this
book followed an exact prescription. Rather, they took the performance
principles and related practices and made them their own, adapting them to
fit their unique styles and the specific demands of their activities. We
encourage you to do the same.

To help get you started, we’ve summarized on the following pages the
key practices that fall under each principle. Think of this as the base of a
recipe that, over time, you’ll make your own. As you do just that, we’d love
to hear about your experience. Please send us your stories and learnings at
info@peakperformance.email. We’ll share these stories, along with the
latest findings in performance science, in our newsletter, which you can
subscribe to by visiting www.peakperformancebook.net. It is our hope that
this book is just the beginning, and that we can create a community of
individuals who share in common a desire to learn and improve.


mailto:info@peakperformance.email
http://www.peakperformancebook.net/

For us, this book project represented peak performance. Though it wasn’t
always easy, we did our best to practice what we preached. As we send you
off on your own journey, we want to thank you for accompanying us on
ours.

SYSTEMATICALLY GROW BY ALTERNATING BETWEEN
STRESS AND REST



Stress Yourself

Seek out “just-manageable challenges™ in areas of your life in
which you want grow

Just-manageable challenges are those that barely exceed your current
abilities.

If you feel fully in control, make the next challenge a bit harder.

If you feel anxious or so aroused that you can’t focus, dial things down a
notch.

Cultivate deep focus and perfect practice

Define a purpose and concrete objectives each time you set out to do
meaningful work.

Focus and concentrate deeply, even if doing so isn’t always enjoyable.

Remove distractors such as smartphones; remember that out of sight is
truly out of mind.

Do only one thing at a time. Next time you feel like multitasking,
remind yourself that research shows it’s not effective.

Remember that quality trumps quantity.

Work in discrete blocks

Divide your work into blocks of 50 to 90 minutes (this may vary by
task). Start even smaller if you find yourself struggling to maintain
attention.

If deep-focus work is new to you, start with blocks as short as 10 to 15
minutes. As you cultivate a deep-focus practice, gradually increase the
duration you go deep.

For almost all activities, 2 hours should be the uppermost limit for a
working block.

Nurture a growth or challenge mindset



Keep in mind that how you view something fundamentally changes how
your body responds to it.

In situations when you feel the sensation of stress, remind yourself that
this is your body’s natural way of preparing for a challenge. Take a deep
breath and channel the heightened arousal and sharper perception into
the task at hand.

Push yourself to view stress productively, and even to welcome Iit.
You’ll not only perform better but also improve your health.



Have the Courage to Rest

Grow your mindful muscle with meditation so that you can more
easily choose rest

Find a time when other distractions are minimized, such as first thing in
the morning, after brushing your teeth, or before going to bed.

Sit in a comfortable position and, ideally, in a quiet space.

Set a timer so you aren’t distracted by thoughts about the passage of
time.

Begin breathing deeply, in and out through your nose.

Focus on nothing but your breath; when thoughts arise, notice them, but
then let them go. Direct your focus back to the sensation of the breath.

Start with just 1 minute and gradually increase duration, adding 30 to 45
seconds every few days.

Frequency trumps duration. It’s best to meditate daily, even if that
means keeping individual sessions short.

Apply your growing mindful muscle in everyday life

Have “calm conversations” during stressful periods; remember that you
are separate from the emotions and sensations that you are experiencing.

Realize when you want to “turn it off” and then choose to leave stress
behind. Taking a few deep breaths helps because it activates the
prefrontal cortex, your brain’s command-and-control center.

Take smart breaks and let your subconscious go to work

When you are working on a strenuous task and hit an impasse, have the
courage to step away.

Step away from whatever it is you were doing for at least 5 minutes.

The more stressful the task, the longer your break should be.



For really draining tasks, consider stepping away until the next
morning.

During your breaks, perform activities that demand little to no focus.
Go on a short walk.
Sit in nature.
Meditate.
Recover socially.
Listen to music.
Take a shower.
Do the dishes.

You may have an “aha” moment of insight during your break. If you do,
great. Even if you don’t have an “aha” moment during your break, your
subconscious mind is still at work. When you return to whatever it is
you were doing, you’ll be more likely to make progress.

Prioritize sleep
Reframe sleep as something that is productive.

Aim for at least 7 to 9 hours of sleep per night. For those doing intense
physical activity, 10 hours is not too much.

The best way to figure out the right amount of sleep for you is to spend
10 to 14 days going to sleep when you are tired and waking up without
an alarm clock. Take the average sleep time. That’s what you need.

For a better night’s sleep, follow these tips:

Ensure you expose yourself to natural (i.e., non-electric) light
throughout the day. This will help you maintain a healthy circadian
rhythm.

Exercise. Vigorous physical activity makes us tired. When we are
tired, we sleep. But don’t exercise too close to bedtime.

Limit caffeine intake, and phase it out completely 5 to 6 hours prior to
your bedtime.



Only use your bed for sleep and sex. Not for eating, watching
television, working on your laptop, or anything else. The one
exception is reading a paper book prior to bed.

Don’t drink alcohol close to bedtime. Although alcohol can hasten the
onset of sleep, it often disrupts the later and more important stages.

Limit blue light exposure in the evening.

Don’t start working on hard, stressful activities—be they mental or
physical—after dinner.

If you struggle with a racing mind, try inserting a brief mindfulness
meditation session prior to bed.

When you feel yourself getting drowsy, don’t fight it. Whatever you
are doing can wait until the morning.

Keep your room as dark as possible. If feasible, consider black-out
blinds.

Keep your smartphone OUT of the bedroom entirely. Not on silent.
Out.

Try taking a nap of 10 to 30 minutes to help restore energy and focus if
you hit a mid-afternoon lull.

Take extended time off

Regardless of the work you do, take at least one off-day every week.

To the extent that you can, time your off-days and vacations strategically
to follow periods of accumulated stress.

The more you stress, the more you should rest.

On both single off-days and extended vacations, truly disconnect from
work. Unplug both physically and mentally and engage in activities that
you find relaxing and restorative.

PRIME FOR PERFORMANCE



Optimize Your Routine
Develop warmup regimens for important activities/performances

Determine what state of mind and body your performance demands.

Develop a sequence of activities that puts your mind and body in that
state.

Be consistent: Use the same routine each and every time you engage in
the activity to which it is linked.

Remember the impact of mood on performance; positivity goes a long
way.

Create “a place of your own”
Find physical spaces to dedicate to unique activities.
Surround yourself with objects that invite desired behaviors.
Consistently work in that same place, using the same materials.

Over time, your environment will enhance your productivity on a deep
neurological level.

Condition yourself to perform

Link key behaviors to specific cues and/or routines.

Be consistent and frequent; execute the same cue/routine every time
prior to the behavior to which it is paired.

If possible, link key activities to the same context (e.g., time of day,
physical environment, etc.).

If your pursuit requires variable settings, develop portable cues/routines
that can be executed anywhere (e.g., a deep-breathing routine, self-talk,
etc.).

Consistency is king. The best routine means nothing if you don’t
regularly practice it.

Design Your Day



Become a minimalist to be a maximalist

Reflect on all the decisions that you make throughout a day.
Identify ones that are unimportant, that “don’t really matter” to you.

To the extent that you can, automate those decisions that don’t really
matter. Common examples include decisions about:

Clothing
What to eat at meals

When to complete daily activities (e.g., always exercise at the same
time of the day so you literally don’t need to think about it)

Whether to attend social gatherings (It’s not always a good idea, but
during important periods of work, many great performers adopt a
strict policy of saying no to social events)

Don’t devote brain power to gossip, politics, or worrying about what
others think of you.

Consider the second- and third-order effects (e.g., commute, financial
pressures, etc.) of larger life decisions, such as where to live.

Match activities with energy levels

Determine your chronotype (e.g., whether you are a morning lark or
night owl).

Design your day accordingly—be very intentional about when you
schedule certain activities, matching the demands of the activity with
your energy level.

Protect the time during which you are most alert for “the most important
work.”

Schedule less-demanding tasks during periods in which you are less
alert.

Don’t fight fatigue! Rather, use this time for recovery and to generate
creative ideas that you can act on during your next cycle of high energy
and focus.



Remember that working in alignment with your chronotype not only
maximizes performance, it also ensures an appropriate balance between
stress and rest.

Surround yourself wisely

Recognize the enormous power of the people with whom you surround
yourself.

Do what you can to cultivate your own village of support so that you
surround yourself with a culture of performance. Positive energy,
motivation, and drive are all contagious.

Remember that by being positive and showing motivation, you are not
only helping yourself, you are also helping everyone else in your life.

Don’t put up with too much negativity or pessimism. A chain is only as
strong as its weakest link.

Show up

There is no replacement for showing up, day in and day out, to hone
your craft.

Remember that attitudes often follow behaviors; sometimes the best
thing that you can do is to simply get started.

HARNESS THE POWER OF PURPOSE

Transcend Your“self”

Overcome your ego

Remember that your “ego” or “self” or “central governor” serves as a
protective mechanism that holds you back from reaching your true
limits. When faced with great challenges, your ego is biologically
programmed to shut you down, telling you to turn in the other direction.

By focusing on a self-transcending purpose, or a reason for doing
something beyond your self, you can override your ego and break



through your self-imposed limits.

To the extent you can, link your activities to a greater purpose. This way,
when you are faced with formidable challenges and your mind is telling
you to quit, you can ask yourself why you are doing it. If the answer is
“for someone or something greater than myself,” you’ll be more likely
to push onward.

Thinking less about your self is one of the best ways to improve
yourself.

Enhance your motivation

Recall that you are constantly balancing perception of effort, or how
hard something feels, with motivation. Thus, if you want to endure more
effort, you may need to increase your motivation.

To increase motivation, link your work to a greater purpose or cause.

Not only will focusing on activities that help others make the world a
better place, it will also help make you a better performer.

Think about why you are doing what you are doing, especially when you
are feeling fatigued.

Give back to avoid burnout

Find opportunities to give back in the context of your work. These can
be more intensive activities like coaching and mentoring, or less
intensive acts like posting sincere advice in online forums.

The only criteria is that the giving is closely linked to your work and
that you give without the expectation of getting anything back.

While giving is especially powerful for preventing and reversing
burnout, you should still aim to avoid burnout by supporting stress with
appropriate rest.

Develop and Harness Your Purpose

Develop your purpose using the exercises in Chapter 9



Select your core values.
Personalize your core values.
Rank your core values.

Write your purpose statement.

Strategically call upon your purpose

Use visual cues to remind yourself of your purpose when you are most
likely to need a boost.

Develop a mantra based on your purpose and use it for self-talk when
the going gets tough.

Reflect on your purpose nightly (try using expressive writing). Think
about how closely you lived in alignment with your purpose, striving to
move closer to consistent alignment over time.
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