
8. MIND, BODY, AND PERFORMANCE 

A college basketball coach once asked me to address his team about the state of mind of 

worry. The coach believed his players were underperforming due to their mental worry 

about upcoming tournaments and exams. As a result, they had just lost their third game in a 

row. As many athletes and coaches can relate, it is always important to nip the worry factor 

in the bud. But, like most individuals seeking guidance today, this coach wanted me to help 

alter his team’s mind-set by providing tips and training, which the players could apply when 

worry, and its physical manifestations, kicked in. Much to the coach’s surprise, however, I 

told him I didn’t have a pocket full of mind tricks to cure worry. I told him a person who 

worries does not have to train himself to do anything.  

If you actually try to do something to rid yourself of worrisome thoughts, you are repeating 

the common but self-defeating mistake of allowing yourself to be a victim of your own 

thinking. Remember, using a mental technique to train or change your own thoughts may 

work temporarily but, before long, it will only lead to more revved-up (or worrisome) 

thoughts, which will always lower your performance level.  

The Only Way Out of Worry 

The solution is to realize that worry, or anxiety, comes from your current judgments about a 

neutral external circumstance— it is not part of the circumstance. A championship game, for 

instance, can never be the cause of an athlete’s anxious thoughts. These thoughts are only 

produced when his level of well-being is low. From this faulty psychological perspective, the 

athlete will never see life clearly, so he is more susceptible to his own misleading thoughts, 

incapable of solving apparent problems, and more prone to immersing himself in losing 

streaks or slumps. 

Now, if you grasp this understanding , you have a profound resource at your disposal at all 

times. You see that any life situation combined with an insecure state of mind will always 

create the false impression of a problem— resulting in worry and/ or stress. When you are 

in a low place, a comment made by an opposing basketball player or an official might 

appear worrisome or even ignite anger. Yet, the same comment made when your level of 

well-being is high might appear insignificant or even humorous. It is never the outside world 

(the championship game, the exam, your win-loss record) that regulates your level of 

happiness, your competitiveness , or your body’s ability to perform. It’s always your own 

thoughts and level of well-being in the moment.  

Let’s return to the quandary of what a coach, an athlete, or anyone is supposed to do when 

a low state of mind creates negative or worrisome thoughts. Once you recognize where 

your worries originate, you will also see that the worst thing you can do is look outside of 

yourself for a permanent solution. There is no pill that can truly calm your thoughts, no 

behavior modification that will help you, no affirmation (replacing a negative thought with a 

positive one) that can stop the worry. In fact, I often suggest the following analogy, first 

introduced to me by friend and colleague Mara Gleason of One Thought, Inc.: When you are 

caught up in a progression of worry, understand that you are only walking through a 



haunted house, a place of illusion. Your life is not haunted. So the more you give in to the 

illusions (your worries), the longer your walk will take. In other words, although your 

worries look and feel real in the moment, they have nothing to do with the events of your 

life. Worries are deceptions of a low mind-set. Once you stop looking outside for a way to fix 

your worries, your level of well-being will ascend naturally. Then faith will take hold, anxious 

thoughts will fade away, and a return to the win column becomes possible.  

 

The Connection— Explained 

Understanding the role of thought and consciousness can provide deeper and more 

productive possibilities in many areas— from handling worry to explaining another hot topic 

in athletic circles today: the mind-body connection. A person’s thoughts and mind -set, as 

this book has shown , have a tremendous impact on his or her physical ability to perform. In 

my own life, I sometimes find myself so wrapped up in an activity that I overlook an injury or 

sickness. And athletes who become deeply immersed in the experience of competition often 

fail to notice injuries until long after the game or practice has ended. As a personal example 

of the connection between mind and body, my son Ryan, a collegiate baseball pitcher, 

recently underwent reconstructive elbow surgery (Tommy John surgery). When the doctor 

told us his injury had probably lingered for years, my wife and I were amazed. Pitching with 

an elbow that required such a major operation, Ryan performed at a high level and never 

once complained about pain.  

How, you might ask, are athletes like Ryan able to perform like this? Well, a crucial and 

almost always misunderstood ingredient of the mind-body connection is that it never occurs 

consciously and can never be forced. An athlete (or anyone) can, in the moment, disregard a 

physical affliction by being immersed in an activity or a process (like pitching ). However, it is 

virtually impossible to will the mind to do so. In John E. Sarno’s popular book The Mindbody 

Prescription, he correctly illustrates that we can think our way into illness or injury, but I 

caution you against adopting the notion that we can think our way out of pain by controlling 

our thoughts. 1 No , the mind-body connection will not work in reverse.  

As we have discussed, the principle of thought simply doesn’t work that way. If you have an 

ailment and, like many well-intentioned athletes, try to rise above it by thinking positive 

thoughts, you will only rev up your mind, lower your consciousness, and in turn, greatly 

reduce the odds of conquering the pain. My son did not move through his elbow injury 

because he tried not to think about it or because he tried to think positively. He excelled on 

the mound because he lost himself in the process of pitching. In fact, if Ryan had focused on 

overcoming anything, there would have been little chance for him to throw even one pitch 

with his elbow in such a sensitive condition.  

So, what is the proper way to use this mind-body connection? First, you must understand 

that there is no place in the mind -body connection for an athlete’s ego. Too many players 

try to fight through pain or grind through discomfort when they should be listening to their 

own instincts. The issue of head injuries, in particular, has plagued athletes for years. And 

recently, the sports and medical communities have begun to educate today’s players about 



the dangers. Yet, I believe most players, deep down, have always known that in succumbing 

to external pressures (their own ego or the ambitions of others) and quickly returning to the 

field following head trauma, they are playing with fire.  

Still, to most athletes, various external pressures exist. As a result, they are sometimes 

confused about when to tough it out or when to shut it down. Not long ago, for instance, a 

football-playing client asked this straightforward question: “If I think I might be injured, how 

do I know if I should play or not?” The answer, I told him, is much closer than you realize. 

Simply look inward to your state of mind in the moment. Regardless of the aches and pains, 

do you feel calm, are your thoughts lucid? Only from this mind-set will the player see an 

injury for what it truly is— either something that needs to be addressed or simply an 

overreaction.  

Believe it or not, while pain certainly doesn’t feel good, we know it has a purpose. It’s an 

instinctive messenger telling us something is off course. It may be alerting us that we are 

bodily injured and need attention, or it may be a manifestation of an emotional challenge 

telling us to slow down. Far too many athletes, however, are still taking the field when their 

intuition is telling them otherwise. These are the players who will underperform now and 

possibly set themselves up for a permanent injury that will last a lifetime. 

Why Pain Will Never Lead to Gain 

 An athlete’s innate ability to recognize true pain and injury is imperative in a sporting 

culture (and society) that promotes “motivational” philosophies such as no pain, no gain. 

One of my clients, who adhered to this philosophy, once wondered how she could help her 

young son turn the pain of tackle football practice into a positive experience. She insisted , 

“Football is not an easy sport; it takes hard work and comes with some pain.” Her son, 

however, was having a difficult time believing football was supposed to be fun and 

productive, when at that moment his body was telling him otherwise.  

From my perspective, the concept of no pain, no gain is old-school rhetoric that actually 

imperils athletes. If an athlete accepts this misguided attitude, he runs the risk of confusing 

his inborn understanding of how it is we improve, or get stronger, with the sensation of true 

pain, which is perfectly designed to tell him to back off or look elsewhere for fulfillment. 

Besides, as mentioned in chapter 2 , if an activity is difficult and you have to force yourself 

to participate, then maybe you shouldn’t be involved in the activity in the first place.  

The most significant flaw in the no pain, no gain philosophy, though, is that it teaches 

athletes (or anyone) to try way harder than is necessary. Coaches and parents who adopt 

this view put the health of athletes at risk, hinder their ability to learn through the sports 

they play, and make it difficult for them to discover and pursue their passions freely. In 

other words, no pain, no gain is all about willpower and grinding it out. As I have said, a 

passionate person will never need willpower to fuel performance.  

I instilled this message to the mother of the young football player by telling her that 

personal development and pain do not mix. I explained that all individuals grow from 

positive feelings; negativity is only a sign that we are about to head off course. Thankfully, 



she agreed. She decided it wasn’t necessary to tell her son anything about the pain or hard 

work required to be a proficient football player; he would pursue what interested him and 

eventually find his own path to achievement.  

What we should all learn from this illustration is much more general in nature: Yes, it is 

possible for an individual to excel at any endeavor to which he is introduced, but enduring 

success will only occur if the individual listens to his personal built-in navigation system— 

his own inner wisdom and instincts. 

The Overlooked Secret to Avoiding Injury 

Throughout sports history, many athletes have unknowingly possessed a deep 

understanding of the principles of the mind-body connection and have subsequently found 

remarkable success. Hockey great Wayne Gretzky, for example, weighed about 170 pounds 

during the better part of his career. He obviously played a bruising sport, was often the 

focus of the opposition’s tough guy, and during the course of the season, logged an 

incredible amount of ice time. How then would you explain the fact that he was rarely 

injured during the twenty-two years he played professional hockey? Roger Federer , one of 

the greatest tennis players of all time, still plays a grueling schedule in which his body is put 

to the test, tournament after tournament. Yet he continues to reach the finals or semifinals 

of most tournaments while playing against hungry younger rivals. What then is his key to 

staying healthy?  

The answer lies in an overlooked and more profound aspect of the mind-body connection: 

Players with the keenest of mental games naturally conserve energy during play. When you 

are conserving energy, your body is far less susceptible to injury compared to those players 

who are constantly fatigued. Since this notion might seem obvious, let’s take a closer look at 

why athletes who play their sports with a relatively free-flowing state of mind rarely spend 

time on the disabled list. Players get hurt when their minds are not present or absorbed in 

the task at hand. Much like when we fail to live in the present in our daily lives, when an 

athlete dwells on a past mistake or worries about the future, he or she will get careless. 

When we get careless, we open ourselves up to being in the wrong place at the wrong time, 

and in the wrong physical position. You can figure out what often comes next. Clearly, the 

gift of living in the present moment has allowed both Gretzky and Federer to excel, but it 

also has enabled them to play their chosen sports longer.  

There is one other factor that has significant implications in an athlete’s quest to remain off 

the disabled list. And it is often confused by coaches, parents, and performers alike. Players 

who believe that they must force themselves into revved-up states of mind before games 

will be extremely vulnerable to injury. Athletes with tranquil minds , on the other hand, will 

compete with natural resilience and effort and tend to stay healthy regardless of age. In 

fact, look closely and you’ll see that sports history is loaded with anecdotal evidence of the 

connection between longevity, success, and ease of mind. Think Cal Ripken, Martin Brodeur, 

Jerry Rice, Nancy Lopez, and Shaquille O’Neal. A modern example of a pro athlete who 

exhibits this type of mind-set is another fine hockey player and the author of the foreword 

to this book , Zach Parise of the New Jersey Devils and the US Olympic team. I have had the 



good fortune to work with Zach over the past two years, and the power of a clear mind is 

one of our primary focuses. Now, if you have ever watched Zach play hockey, you know he 

never stops hustling, no matter the game situation. And even though he is more than willing 

to throw his body around , Zach is rarely injured. Up until the 2010– 2011 season, he had 

only missed three games in his NHL career. 

 How then is it possible for a hockey player to put forth so much physical effort, night in and 

night out, and remain healthy? Zach’s rigorous off-ice training program is part of the 

explanation, but more significantly, he is learning to play the game freely. When an athlete 

is in the zone or free, he actually hustles and conserves energy at the same time. That’s 

productive hustle. Zach often finds himself in a positive position to make a pass or score a 

goal, and he’s also less likely to be open for a hit (or to be in a compromising physical 

position when he is hit) that might lead to injury. Plus, even if Zach happens to lose that 

feeling, he now understands that it’s temporary; he allows his mind to calm (lets the glass 

sit). And with this self-correction in place, effort is easy once more. 

If you are an athlete at any level, it is essential to train your body to avoid injuries. 

Understanding your mind for this overlooked purpose, however, is at least of equal 

relevance . A bound-up or tight level of psychological functioning leads to a bound-up or 

tight level of physical functioning, which will always lead to the susceptibility for injury. 

Just think about your own life experiences. When people are uptight, worried, or down, 

they tend to lack energy and often fall victim to illness. So, if you want longevity on the 

field of play, I suggest you develop an understanding not only of your physical attributes 

but also of the principles— revealed in Stillpower—that allow for an unencumbered, free-

flowing, and keen state of mind. 
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