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Praise for 
THE RESILIENT ATHLETE



“Andrejs understands and describes very well the athletes’ lifestyle and the journey that they take. This book will help anyone improve and become the best version of themselves.”

—Laura Ikauniece, professional track and field athlete, WC bronze & EC silver medalist and two-time Olympian




“Reading The Resilient Athlete, I saw myself in a lot of situations and struggles that athletes go through to achieve their goals. The book shows that to reach your full potential, not only as an athlete but as a whole person, you need to live a different kind of lifestyle—a resilient lifestyle.”

—Roberts Akmens, professional sprint kayaker, WC & EC medalist and Olympian






“A moving and insightful take on what it means to challenge your body, mind and soul in taking on an incredible endurance challenge. What I truly love about this piece is it really walks you through what putting yourself out there means.”

—David Kilgore, professional ultra trail runner




“I value Andrejs’ view on being a complete athlete—where focus is placed on mental strength, complete body health and proper training approach, all without losing ambition and the fun of the sport. This book is a masterpiece and a must-read for all athletes who want to use sport as an upgrade for their live.”

—Hans Bruns, online entrepreneur and trail runner






“The Resilient Athlete teaches us how to be “fit for life”—athletically, mentally and purposefully. The book is loaded with concepts, tools and exercises to become your best self, all “chunked” into pieces that are easy to adapt and implement.”

—Jeffrey Thomas, business investor and lifestyle athlete






“A fantastic book for the self-coached athlete! This book takes the holistic approach, giving you real world guidance on how to get smarter at training for life and sport. It’s crammed with actionable points that won’t just help you in your athletic endeavors—they will give you a new perspective on life!”

—Rachel Coe- O’Brien, physiotherapist and triathlete






“The Resilient Athlete is a book that I highly recommend to anyone—a seasoned athlete, a dedicated amateur, or someone trying to start their fitness journey. It has tips and tricks for you to improve your training, mentality and performance. Andrejs encourages and motivates you, no matter where you are in your journey, and shows that it is never too late to make progress.”

—Beth Morgan, white-water kayak athlete/coach and EC champion






“By sharing his own vulnerability and the challenges, Andrejs guides any keen athlete through a process of how to build their own solid foundation for a successful—and more importantly, enjoyable—lifetime of training. Resilience is more than just physical, and his book reassures us that we all have the potential and capability to harness this superpower within us.”

—Symone Genovezos, dietitian and runner






“Going way above any expectations, Andrejs has gracefully managed to pack an easy-to-read book with an extensive amount of knowledge that is summarized and broken down in a way that I know I’ll be taking this book off of the bookshelf from time to time to review both mine and my students’ training plans.”


—Karlis Plakans, adventure cyclist and fitness and calisthenics coach
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QUEST FOR MASTERY

The world of sports is dominated by the energy and ambition of 20-somethings. They have the speed, the power and the agility to produce top performance. They have the time to work on themselves and many have the vision to become the best in the world. Sometimes we even see some outliers who have barely finished school yet are already crushing it on World Championship and Olympic stages.

At a first glance it might look like the closer athletes are to turning 30 the higher the chance they will end their competitive careers soon. In fact, the journey that is often expected of an athlete is to put in the foundation through school and college, focus on the sports career during 20s and move on with “the rest of life,” work and family around their 30s.

It’s entertaining to talk about gold medals, world records and breaking the limits, but what is often left behind are the mental and emotional struggles that athletes face as they put their entire lives on hold in pursuit of the dream. These struggles tend to amplify when athletes make the transition from focusing on their sport careers to focusing on making a living. Many find it hard to slow down and adjust their competitive nature to fit with the rest of the non-athletic world.

How come so many athletes who have been in their prime during their 20s lose connection with that athletic past? Do people lose their personalities during this transition? Or do they lose confidence and resilience over time?

Not necessarily. Among the legion of energized, focused and dedicated 20-somethings are a few outcasts, outliers of a different kind. Athletes who have been in the game for a long time and each year are raising the bar for what it means to be at the top of the game. They are energetic and full of ambition yet remain calm and reserved. They are focused and committed to delivering top performance, but also have a rich world outside the arena of sports. While it might seem as though they have found a secret ingredient or a youth elixir, there is a better explanation—they all have achieved mastery in resilience.

Who are these outliers? And how does resilience develop over time? Does being resilient mean the same in your 20s as it does in your 50s?

RESILIENT ATHLETE’S LIFE PATH

For an athlete, the ability to weather the storms of everyday life often comes through sport. When everything around is stressful and turbulent, fitness is usually that one area that is reliable and provides stable ground. Active lifestyle, consistent training schedule, physical condition, health, body awareness, all of this can give the strength that athletes need to navigate tough and vulnerable times. Moreover, physical well-being can act as a stepping-stone to achieve balance across all four resilience domains. The domains, stay healthy throughout life, develop self-awareness and learn to better regulate emotions. Gather experience to accept external factors, and, of course, stay confident in the face of adversity.

What separates resilient athletes from the rest is that regardless of when they jumped on the train (in school or shortly before retiring), they continue to maintain that athletic lifestyle in joyful times and through hard patches. For some, this lifestyle means racing (competitive or not), whereas for others daily exercise is a hobby. The most important thing is that these athletes managed to integrate sport into their lives, instead of sacrificing it for the sake of other life priorities.

Often, this path starts in early childhood with the idea of an active lifestyle being practiced within the family. A lot of children will try several different sports (also at the same time) before the first few years of school to find something that sparks their interest, and helps to control the overflow of physical energy, of course. At this point, training is usually geared towards community, free play, and developing general athleticism (coordination, balance, agility).

Around the age of 10 to 15 kids who have been active across multiple sports will begin to outshine those who have specialized in one particular sport. That result is to a big extent thanks to functional strength and body coordination that they developed as a result of practicing different movements. In early teens, coaches pay close attention to dynamic exercises as part of a warm-up for every practice, as well as proper technique. These, seemingly simple exercises, serve as the key piece for long-term injury prevention.

The period of time between late-teens and mid 20s is when children turn into adults. They grow in size and strength, so training becomes more serious with a focus on mastering sport-specific abilities and skills (including team skills). On many occasions, this is when injuries start to show up due to a disorganized approach to training. However, athletes who have established a strong foundation in previous years will be able to improve more and have a much greater chance of reaching their full potential. Besides physical training, at this point in time, athletes also begin to develop their character, their personal standards and values, self-control and emotional regulation through participation in various competitions, and resistance to external factors by navigating the uncertainty associated with competing against others.

Things get blurry once athletes leave school/college and begin their independent lives. Many drop out and let their physical well-being go as a result of newfound responsibilities and lack of time. However, those who succeed in creating a lifestyle around sport go on to continue active training—for performance or pleasure. Of course, it is not easy to combine training with work, family and other commitments, but athletes who persevere typically have developed a profound love for fitness and movement and, therefore, go to great lengths to keep those practices in their lives. That includes establishing good habits that contribute to long-term health and surrounding yourself with like-minded individuals to support and motivate each other.

Thanks to a big base of fitness accumulated over the years, more experienced athletes do not really need that much volume to maintain a good fitness level, unless they are professionals training for the Olympics. What they can do instead is develop the purpose behind training, a vision that spans beyond performance which will be relevant even after the physiological peak.

For any athlete such “personal reinvention” should become a continuous process and happen in the background. Not just once.

Developing a purpose is not a quick process. It should not be sketched out due to an existential crisis. Much like with creating a habit, finding purpose is about trying new things and pivoting as you go.

Up until late 30s (or early 40s), a lot of training might have been motivated by goals and achieving peak performance. However, with this form of motivation, performance will inevitably start to diminish. It might not happen right away or drastically, but enough to notice that recovery gradually becomes longer, and adaptation is not as efficient. It is very humbling to accept the fact that you probably will not be as fast as you used to be, but it is also unrealistic and unfair to compare yourself at 40, 50, or 60 to where you were in your 20s. Nor does that comparison serve any purpose. Yes, it’s a difficult point in athletes’ lives, but life goes on. Athletes who persist are those who have formed a strong understanding of why they exercise so that all that fitness built over several decades is used for the greater good instead of being left to decline.

Getting really good at a particular sport or discipline (like running 5,000m or a marathon) requires athletes to specialize and be good at following orders, sticking to a program, listening to the coach, and checking all the boxes. However, over a longer period of time, athletes might do all of the right things but this will not work out the way they envisioned it because success is always internal. We decide what we want from our lives, so it does not make sense to give control over what we should do to anyone else. Becoming the best version of yourself is bigger than just breaking a personal record or winning a gold medal. It requires athletes to be more entrepreneurial, go out into the world, experiment, and find what’s best for them instead of trying to fit into artificial standards. Decline of performance is not the end, but rather a beginning. The time between late-30s and late-60s is an opportunity to gather experience and perspective. Experience setting new challenges, trying out various competition formats (i.e., adventure or team races), participating in events that require travel or even practicing different sports altogether.

Achieving high levels of performance is not to be confused with being resilient. An athlete might be in peak condition, but running on reserves due to a poor diet, lack of sleep, stressful schedule, or too much intense exercise. Regardless of the purpose behind training, health is the only thing that matters. Without good health, we can only dream of all the great things we could have done in life. Resilient athletes are healthy, active, full of energy, and competitive even in older age (beyond 70s), because throughout their lives they have made contributions that would enable such lifestyle. They played the long game and always considered which habits promote long-term health and what training contributes to longevity in sport, instead of looking for pleasure or short-term gains. Intentional or not, these factors are what enables athletes to lead an active and joyful life.
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Resilience lifecycle. Development goals for each of the four domains over the course of a lifetime.

MIDLIFE CRISIS IN YOUR 30S?


Our focus, goals and ambitions change as life unfolds. An age milestone, a job promotion, starting a family or even something as tangible as buying a car (or a house), these life checkpoints act as triggers to evaluate where we are and how far we have come. Sometimes, such evaluation takes an unexpected turn. I have achieved my aspirations, so what’s next? I am not where I expected to be, this isn’t working. I have tried it all, but nothing works.

The idea of a midlife crisis originated back in the 1960s when psychologists started to notice and study the changes in thinking patterns associated with ageing. These changes included feelings of remorse, sadness about lack of accomplishments in life, or emptiness after achieving big milestones. Often, these feelings lead to a desire to make drastic changes in life. While such self-confidence and existential concerns were mostly noticed in individuals aged 45 to 65, nowadays nobody is immune to it.

Sport is the arena where such existential crises are more prone to flourish. Merging the high-speed world of physical performance with the pedestrian world of everyone else is never easy regardless of whether you are in your 30s or your 60s. There are a myriad of reasons why people become less active with age and even more reasons why they do not pick up sports later in life. Professional athletes struggle to find the motivation to continue to exercise after ending their careers. Competitive amateurs find it hard to carve out time from work and family to train for a big race. Self-coached enthusiasts burn out after pushing a little too hard too soon. People who never exercised struggle to begin because they are “not made for sports.”

Being a resilient athlete doesn’t mean you haven’t missed a single workout in your life. Nor does it mean that you have to do some form of sport in school to become one.

Leading an active, fulfilling lifestyle is a continuous process in which the only thing that matters is the present moment. How far have you progressed? Which age group in the resilience lifecycle does your lifestyle suit? Are you happy with it? What will you decide to do about it?

In essence, a midlife crisis is the quest for that present moment, a hidden desire to become the best version of yourself. When faced with existential concerns and looking for an outlet, people frequently rediscover exercise, often appreciating fitness more than those active since childhood. From their new perspective, they realize something: it is not running away from problems that provides us with that rejuvenating feeling of rebirth, but running towards something better—growth and progress.


THE BEST TIME TO START IS NOW: RICH ROLL’S BATTLE AGAINST MIDDLE AGE

At the age of forty, Rich Roll was far from his prime. A promising swimmer in college, he felt lost in the world of corporate law, struggled with substance abuse and generally was in horrible physical shape. The extra fifty pounds that accumulated throughout the years was a daily reminder of the trajectory his life was on. But that was about to change.

On the eve of his 40th birthday, Rich found himself struggling to climb a single flight of stairs—panting and in pain. With his lifestyle fueled by fast-food and alcohol, a heart attack was certainly in the cards…and that was with his competitive background. That health scare (or “epiphany” as Rich calls it) was a trigger that set in motion an internal growth mechanism and paved the way not only to recovery, but also resilience. In the years that followed Rich has gradually climbed his way back, became an accomplished vegan ultra-endurance athlete and rediscovered his passion for health, vitality, and fitness in the process. In his 50s, he feels much stronger than he was in his 20s and, more importantly, he feels a bigger purpose behind all of that fitness.

It was not a quick fix, nor was it a smooth ride. It took Rich a few years to rebuild his fitness and develop the stamina to be able to even begin taking part in endurance events. It took several more years to overcome additional setbacks that were happening in his life, one of which being the financial pressure from leaving a corporate job. However, all of that adversity gave him the opportunity for growth and helped him develop resilience across all four domains—not just physically. By the time Rich had accomplished some of his biggest endurance feats, he was able to connect the dots and realize that fitness was never the goal. Instead, it was part of who he was. A rock that he could rely on throughout life and a stable ground that he had lost touch with after college. So, the journey of rebuilding fitness was really the journey of self-discovery for him. 

Rich was able to pivot and find the answer to the middle age dilemma. He is a great example that you can overcome anything at any age, as long as you begin and commit.





Resilience has several domains and people might approach mastering it from different angles. A resilient athlete is not born or made during his or her teenage years. Starting to exercise later in life does not mean these new-born athletes have missed the train. It only means they are in a “younger” age group of resilience lifecycle and should go through more phases before reaching mastery.

For example, a 50-year-old beginner runner with minimum experience who wants to finish a marathon has some training and adjusting to do before the body becomes strong enough to cover the distance. On the resilient athlete timeline, these people are in their early teens and, thus, should focus on building foundational strength and mobility before trying to run hundreds of miles in preparation for a marathon. This does not mean, however, that it will take them years to get to the late-teens phase and start adding volume. Thanks to decades of walking and day-to-day activities this process will happen faster. Often what is required are a few weeks (or months) of easy exercise, base strength, and mobility exercises to create a base that will support a large training volume ahead.

Even though people who engage in sports later in life have some catching up to do in terms of physical well-being, they might be quite mature in other resilience domains. Thanks to life experience, these people often are more conscious of their emotional well-being, have a purpose behind embarking on a fitness journey, and maybe even built resistance to external factors (like opinions or pressure). Which is why we cannot look at things in black and white, be it lifestyle, fitness, mindset, or even personality. Any experience we have in life requires all sides of us to be balanced in maturity.

The path to achieving that balance and mastering resilience is long and treacherous. It is peppered with distractions and opportunities to do what’s easy, to have an emotional outbreak instead of learning to self-regulate, or have a cheat meal instead of making oneself a smoothie. As satisfying as it is in the moment, settling for those appealing disturbances, either emotionally or physically, takes the attention away from what is missing and tips life off balance.

BEGINNER’S MIND AND THE FOUR STAGES OF MASTERY

Experience in sports can be both a blessing and a curse. While it does create a foundation for an active lifestyle, chasing after a goal can also lead athletes to make choices against longterm health, like training through pain or illness, or adopting an intense training schedule on top of stressful day-to-day life. Moreover, doing something new and different tends to be harder for more experienced people because they are often used to their routines and more hesitant to change. For example, an athlete who is used to doing a lot of high intensity training might be more reluctant to adopt a more balanced, yet sustainable training program, due to concerns over losing the progress made so far.

People with minimum experience, on the other hand, whether in their teens or their 50s, typically do not have a problem experimenting with new training methodologies or routines. They have a more relaxed worldview and approach things from a beginner’s perspective, happy about little achievements, get motivated by progress instead of immediate results, and recognize that there is a long way ahead which does not grow shorter by standing still.

Everyone starts somewhere and any learning journey passes through a phase where an individual is not doing things right. To go through that phase and eventually get better, we need to get comfortable being very uncomfortable. To make mistakes and see them as opportunities to get better, and to be willing to accept and appreciate the unpleasant and not give up. When we remove the comparison with other people or even ourselves, that is when we start to learn and become more empowered to make a change.

Zen Buddhism calls this idea shoshin— the beginner’s mind. It emphasizes the value of humility and curiosity when learning a certain subject, even if you are already well-educated in it. Looking at things from the point of view of a beginner helps you to stay open to making mistakes, finding and analyzing patterns, and, therefore, grow. This concept is relevant for learning a subject, practicing a skill, and almost everything else in life. In fact, athletes make mistakes all the time—that is just the nature of progress. Maybe the training program was too ambitious, there was unexpected cold or muscle pain, the taper did not work out as planned or the race did not go as expected. All of that is precious experience and counts towards becoming more resilient in the future.

Let’s imagine for a moment that resilience itself is a skill which we can learn and master. Emotional regulation, resistance to external stimuli, adopting healthy lifestyle habits or even staying true to purpose and navigating a midlife crisis are not as easy as learning to whistle or do the moonwalk. I agree, but with enough practice these skills can become second nature as well. How would you go about doing it? And where would you start?

In practice, there are four stages of learning a new skill1 that we pass through on our way to mastery. Th is process requires that individuals are initially unaware of the skill and their lack of proficiency in it, unconscious of their incompetence. As they recognize that gap (become conscious of the incompetence), they put conscious effort to learn the skill and apply it (conscious competence). Eventually, aft er enough practice, the skill becomes second nature and an individual is able to perform it without thinking about how to do it right. That is when he or she has acquired unconscious competence. 
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Four stages of competence model.









Let’s use a hypothetical triathlete as an example to visualize this process of skill learning. Say hello to Mark, a 37-year-old hobby-triathlete who swims twice a week in preparation for his first half Ironman triathlon. He can already cover the race distance of 1.2 miles (1.9K) but is struggling to get faster at it. Like many others, Mark used to swim during his childhood to be water-safe, but never took up competitive swimming as a profession until now.

Swimming is a good example to illustrate the process of learning, because it is a very technique-driven sport. A lot of the process for becoming a better swimmer relies on reducing drag that the body produces in the water and making smooth and coordinated strokes. More often than not, an unfit experienced swimmer will still be faster in the water than a very fit non-swimmer because experienced swimmers practice the mechanics of the stroke over many years and for them smoothness is second nature. Sure, there are some details that even elite swimmers consciously focus on improving in their practice, but those are minute in comparison with the overall skill level.

Learning any skill starts with self-awareness. Or, for beginners, the lack of it. Mark, who has been swimming on and off for some time, might consider himself a decent swimmer. He is able to stay above the water, make strokes, remember to breathe, and not drown. However, he is not aware of small technical aspects of the freestyle technique and mistakes he is making that slow him down. In other words, he is unconscious of his incompetence. In fact, many swimmers and triathletes in his position try to add more intensity to improve fitness hoping to become faster and more enduring in the water. This helps a little, but besides adding a lot of fatigue such improvements are temporary and the moment athletes take a break, such “swim fitness” takes a nosedive.

Mark, who doesn’t have much time to swim every week, asked a coach for advice. He requested that Mark film himself underwater, and as expected, there were a few major flaws in Mark’s stroke technique that worked against him. In particular, he looked too far ahead as he swam, which shifted the balance more to the back and caused his legs to sink. On top of that, he also crossed the midline of the body with his front arm causing the legs to compensate and swing in a different direction. After reviewing the footage with the coach and receiving feedback, Mark became aware of his mistakes and the deficit he needed to address to improve his speed and endurance. He thus moved into a conscious incompetence phase.

Next came the phase of active learning. To address some inefficiencies, the coach advised a few drills (simple isolated exercises) that focus on improving body positioning in the water and correct hand entry. The purpose behind these drills was to mimic the correct movement pattern and consciously repeat it multiple times until it became automatic. It did require a lot of focused effort for Mark because the correct movement felt unnatural to him. However, that was just a phase in learning the correct mechanics, and with conscious practice, he became more comfortable with it.

Eventually, this process of actively thinking about how a particular movement feels during the drill helped Mark to create a mind muscle connection and gradually replicate that movement in his actual swimming. With consistent practice, he has improved that skill of body positioning and hand entry to the point when he no longer needs concentration to get it right. Mark noticed that he was able to maintain steady effort for longer without adding more intensity into his schedule, which is what he was after in preparation for the half Ironman triathlon.

Those few drills have by no means created a perfect technique, but what’s important is that Mark’s form did improve. As he continues to actively look for mistakes and become conscious of how things should feel, his results will continue to improve. For the same purpose, technique drills are used across many sports to instill correct movement patterns and recruit muscles in a more efficient way. Quite often improper form and biomechanics is what puts a limit on how fit an athlete can get and how much of that fitness translates to athletic performance.

We can apply the same style of thinking to building resilience. It is not something that a lucky few are born with, but is a skill that everyone can learn, practice and master. Everyone can take matters into their own hands, evaluate what’s missing, become more self-aware and take conscious steps towards improvement. Continually rediscover and improve yourself, bounce back, try new things, and develop one small area at a time.

The key to learning any skill is to adopt a beginner’s mindset to overcome the paralyzing belief of “I’m not made for this.”

Accept the fact that you will be at level 0 when you start something. Without going through the first levels, you will not get to the next ones. You start as a beginner, so treat yourself like one. Remember to focus on the progress, so that this beginnerism does not hold you back.

In the previous chapter, you discovered what it takes to be a resilient athlete. You might have also taken note of your strong sides as well as gaps that prevent you from becoming the best version of yourself. Whatever those areas are, consider them skills that you can learn, practice, and eventually, master.

The exercise at the end of this chapter will guide you through the phases of skill mastery and set you on the path to develop resilience across all four domains, from personal attributes to emotional regulation to physical fitness to being strong against external factors. It will help you to evaluate your level of resilience, determine what is missing and begin taking conscious actions to close the gap between where you are and where you want to be and become a more grounded, confident, and well-rounded athlete as a result.

EXERCISE: SHOW ME THE PATH

Starting in early childhood and staying active through life is an ideal scenario, but this does not mean that if you are late to the party you cannot hop on the moving train and become a resilient athlete. It is never too late to start—the earlier you do, the more time you will spend investing in yourself.

You might be starting your athletic journey when you are in your 40s or resuming after a few decades of no activity. If that is the case, don’t worry. Feeling like you do not belong is normal and signals that you are stepping into the unknown. It is only by embracing what’s uncomfortable that we are able to make a meaningful shift in our lives. Everyone started somewhere and the best time to start something is always now. After all, it is not like you are starting from scratch. You might already be resilient in your ability to self-regulate and have a strong character, but your physical well-being is a little out of balance. It could also be vice versa, you are really fit, but have a hard time figuring out what to do next.

The exercise ahead helps us to map out the journey to becoming a resilient athlete. Think of it as building a skill and use the process to determine your competence level in each of the resilience domains and the steps you need to take to master them. Most importantly, be honest with yourself and maintain the beginner’s mindset. Focus on one step at a time, self-awareness, resolve and building a habit. Give it time and be patient.

You have already taken a hard look at each of the resilience domains in the last chapter. Which of the four was the one you feel lags behind? Start the exercise with that one domain in mind and once you finish, repeat for all remaining domains.

Step 1: Self-Awareness

Just like mastering a skill, start by becoming aware of the level of “competence” you currently possess in a resilience domain. To help you assess your level, revisit the resilient athlete lifecycle shared earlier in this chapter. Be honest and answer the question which age group would I place myself in? Is it age 10–15 and I am lacking strength in my joints to support hard training? Or rather in age 15 to 25 and my endurance is subpar? Maybe I have a good foundation of strength, but struggle with maintaining a healthy lifestyle? Once you know where you are, you can see what else you need to develop in order to move ahead.

The beginning is generally the most challenging part, because often we are not aware of the fact that there are areas that need improvement or things we need to learn.

Besides asking for feedback, the best way to become self-aware is to get yourself to reflect on how things are going. Start a journaling practice—take 10 minutes every day to ask yourself challenging questions and write down your thoughts. Be open to the fact that you might have weaknesses or areas you are not handling well. Such ownership of responsibility empowers you to take action and make changes for the better. The goal of this step is to move from unconscious incompetence to conscious incompetence (understand what’s missing), so focus on finding specific things that are not working and what you can do to fix them.

Here are some of the questions you might ask yourself:

1. Am I waking up in the morning ready to take on the day? 

a. What is not working for me at the moment?

2. When my mind is not in the present moment, where is it instead? 

a. What concerns me the most at the moment? 

b. What worries me most about the future?

3. What are the top three mistakes that are preventing me from showing up at my best? 

a. What influence do these mistakes have on me? 

b. How can I prevent these mistakes? 

c. What first step I can take to prevent/fix these mistakes?

4. Where do I avoid the unpleasant in order to feel comfortable? 

a. What am I not doing that I should be doing? 

b. What is the first decision I have to make that I have not yet made?

5. What is the one bad habit that is limiting my ability to succeed? 

a. What am I willing to do about it?

6. What unhelpful thought patterns are limiting my personal growth? 

a. Are these thought patterns true? 

b. Would I teach these thought patterns to my children? 

c. What is the true price that I am paying for engaging in these thought patterns? 

d. What am I trying to gain by holding on to these thought patterns?

7. If I could change one thing right now, what would it be? 

a. What is the first and easiest step I can take to kick-start this change?

Based on this self-reflection, answer these for yourself:

• What is preventing me from being a resilient athlete?

• What prevents me from being my absolute best?


STRATEGY: THE FIVE WHY APPROACH TO PERSONAL GROWTH

When dealing with pain, experiencing negative emotions, or even facing difficulties, the first gut response is often to “use a bandage” to cover up the effect and get back in shape as quickly as possible. Experiencing a headache? Pop a pill and get back to work. It is a quick way to remove a symptom but does little to prevent the disturbance from reappearing. To fully address a problem or issue, we need to identify and resolve its root cause. If we do not, it will continue to surface and will likely become worse. Kind of like fixing the leaking roof by changing the bucket, eventually the leakage will cause the roof to collapse.

It is not always obvious what the underlying issue is, which is why sometimes it takes time to fully resolve a problem. Fortunately, the Five Why process is an effective way to determine the root cause and understand how to fix it. Originally developed by Toyota in the 1970s and still used to this day, it is a great strategy to help understand what is really preventing you from moving forward in your training, business, or life as a whole. The process is as simple as it sounds:

Identify the problem. Start by defining what exactly is not right (i.e., undesired result or state). Write it down in a journal and leave plenty of space for answers. For example, “I’m spending too much time on my phone and it’s affecting my productivity and emotional state.”

Ask the first Why? Ask yourself why this problem is occurring. For example, “Why am I spending so much time on my phone? Possible answer: Because I am using it to avoid doing the tasks that I need to.” It sounds simple, but answering it honestly requires some serious thinking. Look for answers that are backed by facts, things that have actually taken place, instead of assumptions about what could have happened. This helps you to keep the process real and avoid chasing down hypothetical problems. Also, it is important to keep emotions aside and instead take an unbiased 3rd party look at the situation.

Ask Why four more times. For each of the answers, ask further Whys in succession and frame the question in response to the answer you have just recorded. Example: Why am I avoiding doing the tasks that I need to? Possible answer: Because I’m not in the right headspace to prepare for and overcome each task in a mindful and joyous way. You will know that you have reached the root cause of the problem when asking Why produces no more useful responses, and you cannot go any further. An appropriate solution or habit change will then become evident.



Step 2: Resolve

Resilient people focus their energy on the things within their control, rather than fixating on factors they cannot impact. Which is why they feel empowered to make a change after seeing how their shortcomings hamper progress. This desire to change is a signal that a person is ready to enter the next stage—conscious competence.

In order to carry this momentum through, you need to act. Make the decision to resolve what is not working for you and commit to taking conscious steps to follow through. Extraordinary results do not happen from wishing or thinking or planning. If you go into something half-hearted and think what if…the result will not be what you expect it to be.

Here are some of the questions you can ask yourself to help discover what you can do to start moving towards where you want to be or who you want to become:

1. What has to change for me to start growing? 

a. What can I do to become 1% better every day? 

b. What one step can I take right now to improve the quality of my life? 

c. What can help me to create momentum?

2. What does the best-case scenario look like for me? 

a. How would it look like if it was easy? 

b. What one step I can take now to start making that scenario a reality?

3. What are the three accomplishments I am most proud of? 

a. What helped me achieve these accomplishments? 

b. How can I replicate and leverage that in other areas?

4. What does being the best version of myself mean to me?

5. What kind of a person will I need to become to achieve that? 

a. What beliefs do I have to develop to become that? 

b. What routines do I need to implement to become that? 

c. What skills do I need to learn to become that? 

d. Who can support me in becoming that? 

e. What resources do I have already (books, training programs, peer-groups)?

Write down one action, that if you committed to today would change your life for the better:

• What one action can I take right now to start being my absolute best?

• What one action can I take right now to start being a resilient athlete?


Extraordinary results come from taking action. Think of a decision you have already made sometime in the past, one that you hesitated to make multiple times, but you eventually did and it changed your whole life for the better. What finally got you to decide? How can you bring that same level of focus to building resilience?

To help you cultivate that desire to change, go out of your comfort zone and follow through. Answer the following four questions, keeping that one action in mind:

1. What will happen if I do commit to this one action?

2. What will not happen if I do commit to this one action?

3. What will happen if I don’t commit to this one action?

4. What will not happen if I don’t commit to this one action?

Step 3: Build a Habit

Once you commit to a certain action, it is time to start introducing healthy practices in each of the resilience domains and actively sticking to them until the resilient behavior becomes second nature (unconscious competence phase). Do it gradually and add good habits and practices one by one to avoid becoming overwhelmed by change.

In this last step, put yourself in a position where you are forced to practice. Introduce routines, find accountability partners, set reminders, use a journal, whatever you need to do to make sure you stick with the process. The practice of learning will never end, so it is important to have a process to constantly refine your skill.

Athletes can put tons of time into practicing technique, but if they do not analyze their mistakes, they will not improve much. Same with resilience. The key to creating a lifestyle that is sustainable is what they call “deliberate practice.” Instead of mindlessly repeating the same actions over and over, we need to be more focused and analytical about them, review what went well, what didn’t and how to improve. Ideally, with a mentor, a coach, or an accountability partner.

Write down what you can do to incorporate deliberate practice into your daily life:

• What am I already really good at that comes naturally to me?

• What makes that skill second nature and how can I replicate it in other areas?

• How can I make sure I am at my absolute best every day?

• What systems can I put in place to automate the right behavior?

• How will I know if I am making progress?

• How can I keep myself accountable?

You will find specific strategies, tips, and self-improvement actions that you can implement in the upcoming chapters. The rest of Part I is devoted to character strengths, emotional well-being, and the external world, whereas Parts II and III cover the area of physical well-being.



1 In reference to the Stages of Competence Model introduced by Noel Burch in the 1970s
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BUILDING A CHARACTER



They say a dream come true reveals itself very slowly, but then all at once. That’s because dreams are not linear. It takes a lot of effort to generate momentum and only once the pendulum is moving do things start to shape up and there is something to celebrate. Every so-called overnight success is built upon hours of consistent practice and, inevitably, failures.

Lack of immediate results, especially when we start something, often creates doubts and concerns. It does not help if a person has had negative experiences in the past that still impact his or her decisions. ‘I’ve been running for a month already, but I’m not getting any faster. Yesterday I felt pain in my knee—will I be able to go on that skiing trip?’ But striving for results, being an overachiever, or burning to win at something is not a bad thing. The question is how people handle doubts, defeats, and failures.

Many athletes choose ignorance. They compartmentalize setbacks that they had in racing, training, or their personal life and store them somewhere deep inside. They don’t work through what went wrong or take action to learn and improve. As a result, those negative experiences pile up and once they reach a certain threshold, it gets increasingly harder to break through them as they stack up and form an army. That threshold is often when an injury happens, or athletes develop certain pain and decide to stop training. The more times that knee hurts, the more an athlete confirms his or her belief about becoming too old.

In order to win at something, we first need to visualize victory. And that includes accepting that we are not perfect and need to consistently change. For athletes who tend to be ambitious by nature, it can be really hard to develop such humility and leave the ego aside, which is why denial in favor of being courageous is the most common practice. However, it is resilience that helps them to stay patient, quiet down concerns and keep putting the effort in.

It’s healthy and perfectly normal to have a little bit of doubt—that’s how we make progress and stay in touch with reality. Yes, our failures impact our life, but our resilience defines which direction. While some people carry their shortcomings on their backs as extra weight, others use them to create stepping stones and move up. We cannot fail in life—we can only fall short of the expectations we have put on ourselves. It is not a dead-end situation and definitely not a failure. Instead, it’s an opportunity—to learn, to try again, to pivot, to change perspective and, ultimately, to grow. This opportunity is a precursor for faith and perseverance to go after our dreams even when things do not seem to work out.

Just like the Circle of Life, resilience is rooted in the character attributes, so to build confidence and persistence, we first need to understand who we are as individuals. In particular, understand that there are three driving forces which shape our unique personality and the ability to persevere: things we are interested in (passion), the cause we are following (purpose), and the principles we stick to (values and standards).

PASSION

We live in a world dominated by social norms, opinions, advertisement and peer pressure. Sometimes all of it makes sense and helps us advance our lives, but other times the external message is so “loud” that individuals are pushed to accept something that’s not in their best interest. Like spending $300 on a pair of performance running shoes every so often (because professionals and influencers do that), instead of hiring a coach for a few months.

In a way, it is easier to follow someone else’s footsteps than to do the things that matter to us. When there are rules, norms, or examples, there is also a clear set of instructions on what to do. There’s nothing wrong with this approach, but it means that we are living someone else’s life—not our own. It also becomes hard to realize our dreams and aspirations when we are trying to fit into standards defined by someone else.

Some athletes are prisoners of choice—they choose a sport and that becomes the lane they stick to or even define themselves by. ‘I’m a runner, I’m a kayaker, I’m a gymnast.’ Yes, we are an ambitious bunch and we do want to get better, but the world is much wider than just that one lane. A good athlete is well-rounded and is able to take up any challenge—be it running a marathon, completing an adventure race, or going on a multi-day trek. We have the gift of fitness, why not use it to expand our horizons and make the most of our lives? It is a much wider definition of testing yourself and living up to your potential than simply beating a certain time in a marathon.

Knowing who we are, what we stand for, and owning it, takes courage and starts with not following the crowd. Our inner voice always knows what’s best for us, which is why doing things that matter to us brings more joy than fitting in with the rest of the world. This is where passion steps in. It is the first of the forces that shape our character, and one that creates the initial spark to step out of the lane and begin moving in a new direction.

Finding that spark might come easy to some and very hard to others, depending on how open we are to testing ourselves and learning something new. In a way, it requires that we face our fears and are willing to let go of some degree of certainty and comfort, to make mistakes, look silly, or even miss out on something. It’s all part of the process. A direct route is not always the best one, even if we don’t see it right away. Often, we realize what our goals and dreams are only during the process.

As they say, you can only steer a moving ship, thus, the best way to find your calling is to first take any step and then pivot as you go. It is what the filmmaker Casey Neistat calls the Tarzan Method. Imagine you are on one side of the jungle and all your dreams and aspirations are on another side—in between there are just a bunch of trees and impenetrable bushes. To get across, you need to grab a liana, summon your courage and swing (like a Tarzan) to the next tree. It might not be a straight line, but it will get you closer to the other side. From there, you grab onto the next liana and swing further, which might take you a little off course, but still a little closer to where you are going. Finding passion is a continuous process of grabbing different lianas and, as you make your way through the jungle like a Tarzan, you sharpen your focus and discover what it is that drives you.

It might seem like that there is a straight line, an obvious path to reach a goal or fulfil a dream, but it is often an illusion created by the expectation of quick results. Life tends to take unexpected turns and in general does its best to derail us on the way to our dreams. In those low moments, we tend to think that we are not moving in the right direction or making any progress at all. However, when we look back, all the lessons we learned and experiences we built as a result of what happened, helped us to discover what we truly desire. All that we needed was courage to begin—to grab that next liana.

Doing something that sparks passion or brings joy is a great way to generate energy and positive motivation. So, make sure you have fun on a daily basis—both with others and by yourself. What we feel about the experience becomes the experience itself, so it is important to preserve playfulness which gives life its colors.

If you enjoy the process more than you enjoy the result—you are in a good place in life.

Doing something that we do not enjoy and relying on willpower to get us through the day is a recipe for disaster. Resilient athletes enjoy the process of pushing themselves to get better and learning where the limits are. As a result, they enjoy the training process more than they do the competition, which is why they are able to stay in the game for so long.

Step out of your current lane for a moment and look around. What are the things that interest you, but you held back from attempting for some reason? Those crazy and scary adventures you put on your bucket list in the previous exercise—was there a similar theme among those? In what way do those adventures inspire and drive you? And, more importantly, for what purpose?


STRATEGY: VISUAL CUES

How do we generate motivation and carry us through the rainy day runs, early morning workouts, or just going to the gym after work? By focusing on the intent, not the training or the activity itself.

First of all, imagine yourself at the end destination. What are you training for? Finishing a marathon? Becoming a Baywatch lifeguard? Or traveling to China to practice kung-fu? Picture it, feel it and, most importantly, focus on it. That mental picture will serve as a vision, so make it so vivid that you can describe anything about the experience of accomplishing the goal even when woken up in the middle of the night (i.e., sounds, smells, emotions, feelings, thoughts).

Next, ask yourself: Why does it matter to me? What is it that drives me? What do I want to achieve by accomplishing it? Answers to these questions won’t reveal a deeper purpose, but they will help you to get closer and uncover the intent.

Finally, write down the current goal and intent behind it in a clear and short phrase and put it somewhere prominent, so you can see it all the time. Make sure you see this visual cue first thing in the morning so that you will start the day with a clear focus in mind. When you are feeling down, don’t think of daunting exercises that you have to do. Instead, think of the vision you created, and the end result you will celebrate.

For example, if you are training to complete your first Ironman triathlon, your vision and intent might be I am training to become an Ironman. Obstacles and setbacks don’t break me—they drive me.

We are more likely to succeed when we know where we are going. A vision has the power to guide us forward and help us to stay on track without any extra willpower. It’s like New Year’s resolutions—before we have them, we don’t see the result, and we will not stick to the resolution for long.




PURPOSE

As a society, we have developed into a culture that glorifies hustle. It seems like there should always be something that we could or should be doing to optimize our life and deliver more in every area. Train more, finish the slides for the presentation next week, get groceries, or even meet with friends. With such a fast pace of everyday life and the amount of action points, it is easy to get overwhelmed and have a feeling as if we are falling behind. Not to mention that being fulfilled in life gets really hard when we do not feel the stable ground under our feet.

The demise of New Year’s resolutions that happens every spring perfectly embodies the fragility of the hustle trend. In the first week of January, millions of people generate energy and excitement, as they reflect on what they want and set goals for the upcoming year. They are full of passion to bring change into their lives, and often they are quite consistent in it—exercising frequently, eating nutritious meals, drawing, learning to play a musical instrument and even reorganizing their lives. However, then there is that bump on the road that creates a crack in the plan—a night out with friends, a stressful day at work, an argument with a loved one, or just staying up late and missing the beauty sleep. Lo and behold, come March, the initial spark is gone and what’s left is the harsh reality of how difficult it is to make good habits stick and how much time and effort is required to realize your dreams.

Nonetheless, we are often on the lookout for quick wins and ways to get things done faster—especially in the health and fitness area. Ten tips to lose body fat, four-week programs to boost strength gains and, of course, unlimited clues to live a happier and more fulfilling life. Most of the advice out there is indeed handy, but it is compressed into bite-sized chunks with the intent to grab attention and get the person started. In a way, to produce the New Year’s resolution effect—ignite a spark and show direction. However, to continue with any practice, we need a more permanent solution than that. One of which will carry us through ups and downs, energize us and provide motivation to continue no matter how bumpy the path is. That solution is highly individual, yet the same for everyone. It is called a purpose.

There are days when we are so emotionally or physically tired that we do not want to wake up early, go on that 2-hour-long run, or prepare a nutritious meal. Such difficulties are nothing more than a test of our intention. Like a rite of passage, these mental hurdles are part of growing stronger and more resilient. Hard patches come up in our daily life, just like they do when running a marathon. And we can face them like we would in a race: just focus on why we are doing it and simply keep putting one foot in front of the other. In fact, that’s something that Olympic middle-distance runner, Alexi Pappas, refers to as the rule of thirds.1

According to the rule, days when we are not feeling our best are just part of the process of chasing a dream or a hefty goal. In essence, we should expect to feel great one third of the time, feel normal one third of the time and feel bad one third of the time. When the ratio is off, we need to look at changing things. To put it into training perspective, if workouts feel easy or we feel great too often, maybe we are not challenging ourselves enough. On the other hand, if we are tired and lacking energy, frequently it can be a signal that we are pushing ourselves a little too hard and risk getting overtrained or burned out. More importantly, when there is a reason beyond just chasing endorphins, we do not abandon training. We show up for the good and bad days.

That last third seems like a lot of challenges that a person has to go through while chasing a dream. But the human body can sustain tremendous amounts of pressure if the purpose is strong. Sleep deprivation, hunger, cold—we have the ability to quiet down even such primal instincts simply by switching the focus from how we feel to how it makes us stronger.

Purpose is the second force that shapes personality and when we know ours, we feel that there is meaning behind what we do. It is something we love and enjoy, it pushes us out of our comfort zone and forces us to grow, and it is something that is beyond just ourselves. Hence, there are three ingredients that form a strong purpose:

Purpose = passion + growth + contribution

You can call this the theme that we want our life to be about. The cause that we believe in so much that we put it at the core of everything we do. It is not always painless to stick to, but well worth it—a higher purpose consistently pushes us to do the uncomfortable and grow. People who don’t have a higher purpose often find themselves following trends, running in circles and doing more of what they are already doing without challenging themselves enough. Have you ever thought about what you want your life to be about? What really matters to you?

A lot of training and racing involves connecting with ourselves—our potential, performance, and the present moment. In the spirit of competitiveness, that connection is often focused on tangible results. Beating a personal best, building more muscle, or dropping more fat, that’s just how athletes are wired. However, performance will eventually decline, and we want to continue on the path to becoming the best version of ourselves indefinitely. That includes not using sports to run away from problems and hide from the reality of life, but to run towards something bigger. A cause that is worth devoting our time to—day in and day out.

While the quest for peak performance is significantly about an individual—results, records, and medals—the quest of life is all about purpose and meaning.

Finding a cause that’s meaningful requires us to look deep within and reconnect with our essence. Our mind will always focus on problems, speak up and find reasons for why things will not work out. Once we connect with the heart and soul, discover what brings us fulfillment, and use it to guide us, that is when we can become fully committed to the task instead of merely interested. In fact, when we accomplish something and feel like it is not enough, that is the world helping us to continue to grow. It means that the goal we set for ourselves is just that, a goal. As hefty as it might be, it is not a mountain to climb, but rather a peak to be traversed on a journey to something more substantial.

Purpose is a powerful tool that guides companies through hard times, and it is even more powerful for individuals. The right cause motivates us no matter what the environment is or what people say. With that in mind, we are able to turn any negativity and doubt into the rocket fuel that will power us through.

To help an individual power through adversity, a strong purpose has to be bigger than just one race or one achievement. The stronger it is, the better he or she can navigate the inevitable bumps on the road. Otherwise, it is just a passion—a spark that gives direction but does not carry much energy. The excitement of the upcoming race will guide an athlete through the workouts to prepare for the distance but will subside as soon as the race is over. However, when a goal is a part of a bigger purpose, it will force us to grow consistently—not peak for one experience—and always guide us to the next step. For example, being fit and healthy gives us the energy and the ability to be adventurous and try new things.

Besides that, purpose should also span beyond ourselves to


PERSONAL STANDARDS
















SNEAK PEEK: SHOW UP, KEEP UP AND REPEAT THE NEXT DAY










BALANCING THE THREE FORCES









EXERCISE: DISCOVER YOUR PERSONAL POWER





Step 1: Find Passion to Create a Spark












Step 2: Create a Purpose That Helps to Push Through the Hard Bits



Use the questions below and reflect on what’s meaningful to you:














Step 3: Establish Values and Standards to Stay Accountable






Finally, answer the following questions to determine what your standards need to be:
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