
[image: Cover for Where the Light Gets In]


About the Author

Ben Crowe is one of the world’s most in-demand professional mentors and leadership coaches. His career began at Nike, working in international sports marketing with many of the world’s most famous athletes, before he left to follow his purpose of helping athletes separate what they do from who they are, and find perspective and meaning.

As a mindset coach he has changed the lives of many of the world’s most successful sportspeople, including Grand Slam champions Ash Barty and Dylan Alcott, surfing world champions Stephanie Gilmore and Molly Picklum, as well as NBA basketball teams, professional football teams and the Australian cricket team.

His unique approach to connection, purpose and high performance has led to Ben working with global corporations, including the world’s largest technology companies and financial institutions, the World Health Organization (WHO), universities, hospitals and schools.

During the global pandemic, driven by a desire to help people quickly at scale, Ben founded Mojo, a perspective company that believes focusing on the human-being first makes the human-doing better. Today, organisations and people all over the world are implementing ‘the Mojo way’.

mojocrowe.com




Ben Crowe



WHERE THE LIGHT GETS IN

[image: Penguin Random House]




Contents


	Cover

	About the Author

	Title Page

	Dedication

	Epigraph

	A New Dawn: From Centre Court to the Supreme Court

	Note to the reader

	Perspective Shift #1
 From Pressure to Freedom – The Dreaded ‘E’ Word

	Perspective Shift #2
 From Fitting in to Belonging – The Power of Connection

	Perspective Shift #3
 From Not Enough to I Am Enough – Own Your Story

	Perspective Shift #4
 From Human Doing to Human Being – Person Versus Persona

	Perspective Shift #5
 From ‘I’ to ‘We’ – The Adventure of a Lifetime

	Perspective Shift #6
 From Fear to Play – Play Needs a Rebrand

	Perspective Shift #7
 From Powerless to Powerful – Agency, Acceptance, Appreciation

	Perspective Shift #8
 From Money to Meaning – Redefining Success

	Perspective Shift #9
 From Performance Anxiety to Performance Confidence – Flow Hacks

	Illumination

	Win the Morning, Win the Day

	Acknowledgements

	Endnotes

	Copyright






	i

	xi

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	368

	371

	372

	373

	374

	375

	376

	377

	378

	379

	380






	Cover

	Frontmatter

	Table of Contents

	Begin Reading






For Mum and Dad,
 who taught me how to love and be loved.

For my brothers and sisters,
 who held me close through grief and through life.

For Harry, Sam and Ned,
 my play mentors and my reason for being.

For Sally, who is the epitome of grace, and my everything.

Whenever I give a talk, I silently dedicate it to someone in the audience who may be struggling in darkness. I never know who that person is, but I don’t need to. This book, too, is for you.





Ring the bells that still can ring1
 Forget your perfect offering
 There is a crack, a crack in everything
 That’s how the light gets in

—Leonard Cohen, ‘Anthem’






A New Dawn

From Centre Court to the Supreme Court

Life is lived in moments. At this moment, I’m struggling to breathe. So is she. We’ve been here before. But now it’s worse. Now I’m the cause. Or that’s what my bad wolf says. ‘Look what you’ve done to her!’ He bares his fangs and snarls.

Between fighting or flighting, I choose to flee. So, I race outside. Ink black. They say it’s darkest before dawn, but I disagree. I’m deep in the shadows and it’s only midnight. My heart is racing now too. Waves are crashing only a hundred feet away. They’re louder than usual. But they’re not my concern. It’s the drums. The jungle drums. The tribal council of public opinion is calling for my head. National treasure Ash Barty is self-capitulating on the world stage, and it’s all my fault. How have I warped her? What could I possibly have said to lead her so astray?

I’m under attack from all angles and no one can help. Even the wind is angry with me. I grip the balcony railing and suddenly remember: It’s not stable. I can relate. Just another thing I was supposed to fix but didn’t. It almost comes loose and I nearly fall with it. The vulnerability scares me. Wait, isn’t vulnerability my friend? How fickle she is!

I’m about to scream, but the gust screams louder. I want to hide, but I’m already alone. I’m standing and drowning at the same time. By morning, the world will know. Ben Crowe is a fraud.

Breathe. Just breathe. This is what I had said to Ash through the TV, but now I’m saying it to myself. I’m her mindset coach, and I’m also flawed. We all are.

* * *

Just an hour earlier, we are on top of the tennis world. In front of a Parisian crowd, and millions more watching on television, Ash is playing her first Grand Slam semifinal at the 2019 French Open. And she’s killing it.

‘C’est parti. Bravo, Ash!’

Ash has raced out of the blocks to a 5–0 lead in a brazen display of freedom and poise, and is now 15–40 up with two set points in the sixth game, most likely the last game of the set. With the finish line in sight, she has one hand on the prize when the unthinkable happens. Ash tightens up while her opponent lightens up. From carefree to careful.

Ash is now distracted. She not only loses her way, she loses the unlosable set. To make matters unbearable, the momentum has swung so far the other way, she is now 0–3 down in the second set and the crowd is getting restless.

Adieu, Les Misérables.

To be clear, this is not a skillset issue. Ash’s coach, Craig Tyzzer, is a tennis genius. So is Ash. This is all mindset. Total mental disintegration. Whoever thinks high performance and emotional wellbeing are not related has never worked a day with Homo sapiens. We’re human beings first and human doings second, constantly walking a tightrope between performance confidence and self-confidence.

As a mindset coach, I don’t mind losing when it’s not the mind that’s doing the losing. Sometimes we’re simply outplayed or couldn’t execute. Tonight, I mind.

This is not the first time Ash has stumbled in a match, but it is the first time we’ve stumbled together. A similar trip-up had occurred at Wimbledon ten months earlier, when Ash was about to go 5–1 up in the first set. But tonight it feels worse, because a year ago, Ash was not equipped with the mindset tools to overcome pressure, or anxiety, or expectations.

‘Why isn’t she accessing her superpowers?’ I ask Sally, my wife, who rocks back and forth, side to side, at each unfolding point, overinvested due to love for Ash, and for me. Even Molly dog, our chocolate brown Spanador, who knows Ash the best of the three of us, feels the tension, barks, and wants out. At least her tail is wagging. There’s still hope.

Often, it’s the smallest of moments that will prove to have had the biggest impact. Well, this is that moment. One that nobody saw coming, when all was seemingly lost and even the chair umpire looked eager for things to wrap up. This very moment is about to change Ash’s life forever. Any oceanographer worth their weight in sea salt will tell you that all tides change. They go in and they go out, but they always change.

Ashleigh Barty had done the internal work. She just had to retrieve it. Sometimes a breakdown is followed by a breakthrough. Archimedes, the legendary Greek mathematician, coined the term ‘Eureka’, meaning ‘I’ve found it’. The rest of us simply call them ‘aha’ moments. And the thing about tennis, unlike almost all other sports, is no matter how high the cards are stacked against you, the winner is the one who wins the final point. Now Ash remembers this.

What did we say about moments? That life is lived in them. But not all moments are created equal. When we reflect on our lives, certain moments enrich us, deplete us, or change us. Some even define us. Some are life-altering crucibles. Others are more serendipitous and subtle, like a sliding doors moment. Some moments we never want to end, nostalgic for them while we’re still in them. While some moments are easily noticeable and fall right in our lap, others we need to seize.

The trick is to know the moment. Especially when we’re being challenged. Because if we’re paying attention and open to these moments, they will take us, or allow us to take them, by the hand and down a road less travelled, where our lives will never ever look the same again. These are the rare moments where humility and curiosity metamorphose into clarity and courage. The Eureka effect. From the darkest dark. And that’s where the light gets in.

In the smallest of moments, Ash had what’s known as a perspective shift. She had spent months in this mental gym, limbering her mind’s eye. That split second of seeing her opponent falter opened a crack for the glimmer to break through. Her perspective pivoted from hunted to hunter, from victim to victor, all because she remembered one simple truth: she had a choice. She served up two heavy topspin words and declared, ‘I decide.’

Ash Barty won twelve of the next fourteen games, and the very next day, she won the French Open. Within two weeks, she became the twenty-seventh woman to reach world number one and would stay there for the rest of her career.

* * *

I think a lot about the word ‘perspective’. It can be traced to the Latin word perspicere, ‘to see clearly’. For us moderns, perspective simply means ‘the way we see something’. Few stop to think about what it means for our lives. I have a strong hunch that if we understood this word and its impact, we’d spend more time in the perspective gym, training its muscles. Perspective guides our entire life.

I once asked Andre Agassi, the pirate of perspective, about the turning point in his career after his blowout from world No. 1 to No. 141. He answered, ‘I realised I had a choice.’ As Viktor Frankl once said,1 ‘Everything can be taken from a [person] but one thing: the last of the human freedoms – to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.’

The wonderful thing about perspective shifts is they’re accessible in any moment, for anyone, anywhere – from centre court to the Supreme Court of the United States. This is important because pressure doesn’t discriminate – it affects us all.

When US Solicitor General Neal Kumar Katyal tapped into this mindset superpower, he not only outmanoeuvred one of the most formidable men on earth, Donald Trump, but achieved something unprecedented in the Supreme Court: striking down a president’s sweeping use of emergency economic mandates as unconstitutional. And to do so he had to convince two justices Trump himself had appointed. In 236 years, the Supreme Court had never invalidated a president’s signature initiative.

The US Supreme Court is arguably the mightiest court room in the world, and when the stakes are this high, even the strongest minds are overwhelmed with pressure and the spectre of expectation. Neal was no different. The son of Indian immigrants, he was not only representing every nation when he argued against the sweeping import tariffs, he was representing democracy and the Constitution itself.

Eighteen hours before the most important case of his life, Neal told me, ‘I’m scared. I’ve got to be good. I’ve got to deliver an argument for history. I’ve got to win.’

But, through our conversation, Neal then did something so small it was hardly noticeable. I asked him to change one letter. From an ‘o’ to an ‘e’. From ‘I got to’ to ‘I get to’. Neal said to himself, ‘I get to defend the rule of law. I, the son of immigrants, get to remind the Court and country what our Constitution means. I get to defend my parents’ vision of America.’

This was a perspective shift for the ages. In flipping one letter he reframed his perspective from anxiety to excitement; from expectation to appreciation.

* * *

The journey that both Neal and Ash had begun months earlier was to put down the pen and racquet and connect with themselves over their careers, and answer, or at least be curious about answering, two simple but not easy questions:

Who am I? And what do I want?

They came to see that when we focus on the human being first, we take back control, and we make the human doing better. This quest crosses two core beliefs, which this book will explore – the belief that we’re worthy, no matter what. And the belief in our potential to find a way through. When these beliefs are in harmony, we can effectively own our story, embrace our weird and find our mojo. If only it were that easy.

Unfortunately, life doesn’t always cooperate. When obstacles and distractions kick in, so does fear. We stop playing and loving, and start shuddering. We forget that life is a game. And it is just that. A set of prompts. That needs to be played not dreaded. From this optic, life becomes an adventure that holds uncertainty, along with creativity, spontaneity, experimentation, imagination, wonder and awe.

We’re not taught this, sadly. There’s no Detachment Academy for ten year olds, no Self-Determination course for teens. And we bumble on without a Play School for adults. But imagine if the educational system gave us Human Being studies, where such courses were part of the curriculum. Imagine if you could learn to develop a set of words and affirmations that were tattooed on your soul and written by your inner fan, not your inner critic. Words that could define the depth of you, what truly matters to you and what you truly value.

Words that might remind you to say, ‘This is who I am,’ and ‘I am enough, but I’m not done yet.’

Ash and Neal taught themselves and the world very important lessons when it mattered most. Words matter. They’re verbalised thoughts. Whether we think we can or think we can’t, we’re absolutely right. Is my glass half full or half empty? Have I got to go to work or do I get to go to work? Words matter because they become our truth and determine our universe. Choose them carefully.

The first philosopher who taught me this was Dr Seuss. He introduced me to simple and profound reasoning. And to ‘green eggs and ham’. The books I read were crumpled, likely bought from a second-hand stall, and passed down the line by my five older siblings. I prefer dogs to cats, but this feline doctor spoke directly to me. ‘Nobody said it’d be easy,’ legend has it Dr Seuss wrote. ‘They just promised it would be worth it.’ Boom. Stay curious, stay childlike, and stay the course.

I would encounter twenty-six other words that’d set me straighter. As a teenage boy growing up in a suburb of Melbourne, I remember staring at the prayer on a fridge magnet staring back at me. The prayer read, ‘Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.’ That message has been following me ever since.

My brain, in staying playful, has always loved picking out patterns. So, when I opened M. Scott Peck’s The Road Less Traveled years later, it reminded me of Dr Seuss. In some of the most profound words2 ever to kick off a book, he told me that ‘life is difficult’, but ‘once we truly understand and accept it – then life is no longer difficult’. Peck had a point. The more I thought about it, the less resistance I felt towards whatever loomed on the horizon. The power was in the acceptance. It’s just that we humans totally suck at sucking it up. But a few short utterances can help. Life is difficult. Accept it.

If, for an underlying truth to live by, you were to study every ‘ism’ and ‘ology’ over the past two thousand years, you would discover two things. First: that to love and be loved fulfils our need for connection and belonging. And, second, that without courage, we cannot live a life true to ourselves. It’s a balancing act between attachment and authenticity, love and courage, roots and wings. The sequence is key. If we don’t believe we’re worthy of love, the fear of rejection sends us searching for it in the shadows. Cast out and with our vision dimmed, how do we find our roots and wings? How do we ride out the darkness and get to the glow?

Where the Light Gets In takes a stab at answering these questions. Its origins are in a Eureka moment I had while working in sports marketing at Nike. Namely, that money, fame and recognition are poor substitutes for play, purpose and potential. And that an athlete is anyone who loves to compete, have fun and play. Going by this definition, my gut told me there’s a whole universe that would find the principles I talked about to be useful. Widening my lens would take me from the sports arena to Geneva; beyond sports teams to executive teams, captains of industry, politicians, oligarchs, actors, even freedom fighters rescuing young girls in the Philippines. The pinnacle was working with the World Health Organization’s Immunization, Vaccines and Biologicals department during COVID. I’ll be introducing you to some of these clients I’ve been so fortunate to mentor. The Human Being School, you know.

Over the years, countless well-meaning souls have urged me to start that school, or to write this book, convinced that there’s more depth to my work than meets the eye, and more depth to their work that needs elaborating. So, here is proof that, occasionally, people get what they ask for.

I’m on a journey myself. I too am in the school of learned experience. I have lost loved ones to car crashes, and suicide and stress. The challenge for me, like you, has been to make sense of crucible moments, while seeking perspective and purpose and meaning. And play.

To have something in the way of an answer to share. I believe I’ve found one now and, more importantly, I can explain it. But it was Mum who nudged me in the right direction, telling me to dedicate my life to my late dad, teaching me about acceptance and gratitude and, you guessed it, serenity. How did that old fridge magnet go again? Grant me the serenity …




Note to the Reader

When people reach out to me for help, they’re almost always stuck or lost in some aspect of their lives, and don’t know how to move forward. We’re all in search of confidence and happiness, and for some, it’s about deep-diving into who they are, and letting go of who they’re not. For others, it’s figuring out what they want from life or how to get there. Some are simply lacking motivation, while others are searching for a greater purpose and meaning.

When I work with someone for the first time, I ask them to tell me their story, starting wherever they choose. Whatever they say next is the beginning of their journey to finding their way. It is a series of conversations, explorations, memories, tears, setbacks and breakthroughs.

In each session, they discover a universal truth: we are the stories we tell ourselves about ourselves. While we can’t rewrite history, we can alter our interpretation of it and uncover the good. We can see the flickering. A new perspective.

Although the sessions have a structure, life itself does not. We all learn in different ways, and at different times. There’s no rulebook but, rather, a lot of jumping back and forth as we recall moments that surprise us as much as if they’ve only just happened. It’s not a linear process.

This book follows a similar path to how I work with clients. Each chapter has a problem to solve and a perspective to shift, offering multiple approaches – a bit like an equation that can be answered using both new and old maths. So, I deliberately cut from client to client, across oceans and years, to illustrate that while we all have the same core questions, we are all unique, and there is no one way to move forward. Rather, it’s about finding a way that works for each of us. For you.

The fictional football coach Ted Lasso once observed, ‘things come into our lives to help us get from one place to a better one’. For you, the reader, my hope is that, when you need it, this book becomes that ‘thing’. From where the light gets in.




Perspective Shift #1:

From Pressure to Freedom – The Dreaded ‘E’ Word


Expectation is the root of all heartache1

—William Shakespeare



Not-so-great Expectations

Without a doubt, the most dangerous word in the world today is expectations. It’s not so much the word, though, as how we define and misuse it. Our relationship with expectations is not only killing people’s performances today, it’s also killing the world. That’s how much pressure expectations produce. Shakespeare is believed to have thought they were the origin of despair and the source of all suffering. Expectations are so insidious, they’re now the cause of the number one deathbed regret: wishing we’d had the courage to live a life true to ourselves, rather than the life others expected of us. Redefining this word, therefore, is less a choice than a lifeline. Expectation, reshaped, is the root of peace.

Danger Word

‘Living up to the expectations of someone else is not your role in life,’ I explained, knowing full well that persuasion, like intimacy, takes two. ‘It’s not your responsibility. That’s not on you.’

‘Why don’t we just ban that fucking word from the entire Club?’ he screamed at me, his nostrils flaring. I’d never seen him like this. The Club wasn’t at rock bottom, but he was. He was sick of feeling this way.

A strong man with a husky voice and a hard exterior, he now sat with his chin propped on his hands, looking up at me with quivering lips, and the saddest eyes I’d ever seen on a professional coach.

‘Would that help?’ he asked.

‘It might,’ I replied.

So, he did. Patrick Kisnorbo banned the word expectations from his football club. This young head coach, with the weight of the world on his shoulders, unlocked a freedom that no one saw coming, least of all Patrick. From that moment in 2021, the team, Melbourne City, owned by the mighty City Football Group, would go on to win ten of their next eleven games, and Patrick would become the winningest coach in history to take both the Premiership and the Championship during their first year, and the only coach to win the Women’s League and Men’s League titles in back-to-back seasons.

‘It was like a magic trick,’ Patrick would later recall. ‘We put a spell on the word.’

But senior management at his Club were not impressed, questioning how he could possibly ban a word that’s in the Oxford Dictionary.

‘Just watch me,’ he said under his breath, opting to change the subject and seek forgiveness at season’s end, rather than ask for permission up front.

The rest of us mortal souls don’t have the power to ban a word from the lexicon, and nor perhaps should we. When used responsibly and with good intentions, the word expectations holds meaning and merit. However, its implications in today’s world are so weighty that we cannot assume we can utter it without creating emotional interference for ourselves and others.

Break Point

‘Why are they so hard to let go of?’ Ash Barty groaned. ‘And what will people say if I lose in the first round?’

We were preparing for Ash’s 2020 Australian Open campaign, and she was referring to the imaginary expectations she’d assign to unseen onlookers every January. The Australian Open marked the first big tennis event of the year, as well as the first Grand Slam. A player needs to win seven matches to win a Grand Slam, but the initial few rounds are often the most stressful for seeded competitors up against those with nothing to lose and no weight of expectations.

My answer to the second question was always the same. ‘Who the hell are “they”, Ash? Seriously, tell me their names!’ I’d tease, as if a band of Scottish Bravehearts wearing war paint were trampling down the ridge to judge her backhand.

All jesting aside, it was important for Ash to understand the universal truth behind her first question. Whenever our focus is on others’ expectations, whoever these mysterious others may be, we lose focus on ourselves, or on reminding ourselves of our strengths and the things we actually control.

‘Well,’ I said, sipping my large flat white. ‘There are several reasons why it’s so hard to let go of others’ expectations. First, your greatest strength is your greatest weakness, in that you care so much about other people, but there’s a fine line, and sometimes you cross it and care too much about what other people think.’

I wiped my milky moustache and cued reason number two. ‘We all crave love, connection and belonging, and if we don’t feel that we’re “enough”, we somehow think if we achieve something, we will be validated as someone. We’re terrified of being rejected by the tribe, so we go from belonging to fitting in, which is the opposite of belonging.’

Ash Barty was arguably the most intellectually curious athlete I ever worked with, and I always appreciated her questions. But she was also the most stubborn. So, while she knew rationally that separating her self-worth from her tennis would give her the freedom she craved, in the absence of self-compassion and self-acceptance, she often remained hard on herself or compared herself, blurring the lines and taking things too personally.

The goal is to be totally committed yet fully detached, so there are no expectations and nothing is personal. Oprah Winfrey and Arthur C. Brooks call this ‘detached attachment’, while Jiddu Krishnamurti, a philosopher and spiritual guide, claims the secret lies in five words: ‘I don’t mind what happens’.2 Former Chicago Bulls coach Phil Jackson was a master of this credo, telling his players to ‘let go of winning or losing and let the game be your teacher’. And his protégé Michael Jordan kept it even simpler, challenging reporters with, ‘Why would I think about missing a shot I haven’t taken yet?’ But, in order to get to this place, we need to focus on an inner scorecard over an external scoreboard.

When It Matters Most, Not Everything Matters

When we attribute more value to one moment over another, we inadvertently assign more consequence. This naturally distracts our attention away from the process (which we can control) to the outcome (which we can’t control). Focusing on an outcome and wanting to control it is the definition of pressure.

Such was the case when Neal Kumar Katyal took on Donald Trump on 5 November 2025 in the US Supreme Court. Neal represented a coalition of small businesses and trade associations who were arguing that Trump’s use of the International Emergency Economic Powers Act to impose sweeping tariffs lacked legal authority, and that the power to tax the American people belongs to Congress alone. But in truth, Neal was representing so much more, and in no particular order: democracy, the US Constitution, the law, and over one hundred billion dollars of illegal tariffs. On a personal level he was also representing his law firm, his family and his reputation. So one could argue that the stakes were high.

The US Supreme Court is also a daunting place.

As Neal highlighted to me in the lead up to his 2026 TED Talk:


Three people have died at that mahogany podium. Heart attacks. In the most powerful court room in the world – ten feet from the Justices, in the marble chamber – you face fifty questions. Thirty minutes. Nine of the sharpest minds alive. All of them looking for the hole in your argument. If you flinch, they find it. If you sweat, they see it.



So how did Neal Kumar Katyal, the son of Indian immigrants, deliver the address of all addresses? How did he defeat Donald Trump? In simple terms, by focusing on what he could control, and letting go of what he couldn’t. He understood that when it matters most, not everything matters. He couldn’t control the expectations of others any more than he could control the results, and focusing on either would only create crushing emotional and outcome pressure. So he parked them.

What he could control, however, were the words that represented the best version of him. So when Neal took the stand in Washington DC on that cool November morning, he chose to feel composed, present, strong, laser focused, and confident – words he had been envisioning for weeks leading up to the argument. He also reframed the beliefs that, despite his successes, still made him feel like an imposter, so while he may not have looked like any of the portraits on the wall, he felt relaxed and that he belonged – beliefs he had also been honing throughout the lead up.

But most of all, he felt a deep connection between his heart and his head. Years before the trial, Neal lost his beloved father. Neal had argued over fifty cases in the Supreme court and would often call his father the night before big events, to seek his support and his wisdom. But Neal came to see that while he couldn’t govern fate, he could govern who he chose to dedicate his life’s work to. So when he took the stand in a case that the whole world was watching while holding its collective breath, he strided to the mahogany podium where others had died, and took with him a few pages of notes. At the top he had written the names of his wife, his children and his parents: the people he was dedicating this day to. And his father was right there next to him, spiritually, so whenever needed he could simply ask, ‘Dad, what would you advise me here?’ Neal focused only on the things he could control: his intention, his effort, the amazing team he had put together to help him, and his mindset.

And he won.

Add Expectation, Multiply Pressure

In my humble opinion, the entire world is misusing the word ‘expectations’, and I’m on a mission to fix it.

‘Well, when can I use the word then?’ questioned legendary rugby player and new Broncos head coach Kevin Walters.

I laughed. For a moment, he sounded like a young boy asking his parents when he could play with a new toy. But then I looked him dead in the eyes, so he knew I wasn’t joking around.

‘You can’t,’ I replied in my best mock policeman’s voice. ‘Not if you want to remove the pressure from everyone.’

He tugged at his maroon cap, obviously disappointed with my answer.

‘Kevvie, expectations are things you, and only you, control. So, from this moment on, you can no longer say, “My expectations of you are” or “I expect you to do this”, because you can’t control Patty [Carrigan] or Reyno [Adam Reynolds] or even your son Billy, for that matter. You said yourself that the expectations of the board and the media and the fans have been weighing hard on you. Well, if you project your expectations onto the players, you’re just doing the same thing and it becomes one giant pile-on of transference.’

‘What can I say instead?’

‘Maybe talk about each player’s role and ask them if it’s clear.’ In the verbal equivalent of a chip and chase, I said, ‘Because clear is kind and unclear is unkind.’

Kevin squinted in the direction of the window and, for a moment, I imagined he was requesting a foul play review from the bunker.

I spoke more plainly. ‘If you must bring yourself into the conversation as the head coach, maybe say, “My goal for you is …” or “My wish, or want, or hope or dream for you is …” Or talk about standards and the way things are done around here. Empower them. Anything but expectations,’ I implored.

In sports-mad Australia, the Brisbane Broncos are the largest Rugby League franchise and one of the most successful – despite having, in 2020, just suffered their worst season in thirty-two years, finishing flat last. But neither their curious and passionate coach, nor anyone else, could have foreseen what was around the corner. By the end of the following season, his beleaguered team, with a rejuvenated mindset, would stampede their way through the competition, coming within a horseshoe of winning the entire premiership.

In my first week working with the Broncos, I had seven meetings and counted hearing the word expectations over forty-seven times. (Sometimes I keep a record just for fun.) Ten of the mentions were in my first board meeting. When you’ve got a hammer, everything looks like a nail. So, while my word-detective instincts are always on high alert, it wasn’t hard to decipher the name of their pain: the dreaded ‘E’ word.

When it comes to expectations, I often feel like Arthur Mendelson, the eccentric and slightly unhinged mathematician in the Robin Williams movie Patch Adams, who grumbles at Patch, urging him to see beyond his fingers. It’s a metaphor for looking past the obvious and thinking differently. I too, at times, want to walk around shaking people.

Why can’t everyone perceive how damaging the misuse of this word is? And how much freedom there is when we redefine it?

It’s been slowly creeping up on us, but here’s where we went wrong. Expectations used to be defined as something we control 100 percent. While we might want the sun to come up tomorrow, cosmic bodies are above our pay grade, and we can’t guarantee the great gas ball’s moves. So, we can’t expect it. But today, maybe due to greed or an obsession with the opinions of others, we loosely define expectations as something we can’t control 100 percent and yet still expect, which is also the very definition of pressure.

Maybe take a second to let this seep in. The definition of pressure is our new definition of expectation.

Whenever I hear the word pressure, almost always it’s because of an unrealistic or unhealthy relationship with what is expected of someone and, more importantly, what isn’t. Surely, we can’t be expected to control something we cannot. The two words have become so interchangeable today that a boss or parent may as well declare, ‘I have high pressure for you.’

Several months later, I spoke at the SXSW conference. Offstage, I met with Paul Martin of Box To Box, co-creator and executive producer of the documentary series Formula 1: Drive to Survive and its tennis-themed counterpart, Break Point. Paul had my ear as he told me about his company’s recipe for creating drama and heightening expectations. I’d been working with F1 driver Daniel Ricciardo and surfer Stephanie Gilmore, and had been asked to work with Greek tennis player Maria Sakkari. All three athletes had featured prominently in Box To Box’s hit docuseries.

‘You know, Paul, we’re both in the expectations industry,’ I joked. ‘But we have the opposite job. Yours is fuelling pressure and expectation. My job is removing them.’ I had just watched the first episode of Break Point, and logged the words expectations and pressure every five minutes.

‘It’s not easy to manage3 all the expectations, all the pressure,’ laments the Spanish tennis player Paula Badosa in an episode aptly named ‘Great Expectations’. In this forty-five-minute instalment, expectations and pressure are lobbed a whopping seventeen times. Now that you’re aware of these sorts of volleys, you won’t be able to unhear them or ignore the upshots of their coupling.

Drive to Survive, Break Point, and other Box To Box releases such as the golf-minded Full Swing, are brilliant storytelling franchises, and I love watching them with my wife and three sons. But, as I walked away from Paul, I couldn’t shake the thought that if it weren’t so dangerous to our health, it would actually be funny the way the entertainment industry uses expectations as a formula for pressure-laden content.

The Biggest Regret

It’s not too late to save ourselves. If someone were to conduct a pre-mortem, rather than have a post-mortem, they might find misguided expectations to be a main cause of the poor soul’s disappointment.

I’m taken by the work of4 Bronnie Ware, an Australian palliative care nurse who spent a lot of time with people on their deathbeds. Her book The Top Five Regrets of the Dying contains profound lessons for the living. When we’re nearing the end of our lives, we realise that living for others, or trying to meet their expectations, isn’t the point. It’s about being true to who we are, owning our story, and living with authenticity and courage.

Of the top five deathbed regrets, number five is: ‘I wish that I had let myself be happier.’

Here’s number four: ‘I wish I had stayed in touch with my friends.’ Number three: ‘I wish I’d had the courage to express my feelings.’ Number two: ‘I wish I hadn’t worked so hard.’ And the number one deathbed regret Ware uncovered is: ‘I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to myself, not the life others expected of me.’

So, even on our deathbed, we’re saying, If I had my time again, I wish I could have just been me [which is authenticity and courage] rather than enacting the expectations of others. In other words, we’re not actually living our own life. There is still an undercurrent of feeling like we need to please others, prove ourselves to others, live up to others’ expectations, or be validated by others. In these times, I think it has something to do with our increased social isolation, and diminished belief that we are worthy of love and belonging just as we are. Without this foundation, the need for validation, recognition and social acceptance takes over, and we lose the ability to recalibrate our perspective and stay on our own hero’s journey.

Know Your Role. Play Your Role.

Have you ever wondered what your role in life is? What your responsibility in life is? When I ask my clients about this, they often stare blankly: ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, you have these goals and dreams you want to chase down, right? Is it your role in life to focus on the opinions and judgements of others? Or is it your role to focus on who you want to be and become?’

Too bad we seldom ask ourselves these questions along our hero’s journey. Without a roadmap, any road can lead us astray. But, in all the years I’ve been obsessing over these questions, the biggest aha I see from a teenage girl is when she releases herself from the expectations of others and finds her inner beauty. Similarly, the ultimate shazam for a teenage boy is when he follows his bliss so as to do his own thing, even when his school mates and brothers ‘expect’ him to, say, play rugby, like they do. This shouldn’t have to be an act of rebellion, but somehow it often becomes one, such is our mania for meeting others’ expectations.

If only we knew that the expectations we’re responsible for aren’t the ones imposed by our parents, but those we set for ourselves and control as we discover our gifts and passions, and move forward accordingly.

Knowing your role and what you can and cannot control is especially important when you’re in the public eye, facing all the added distractions of this. However, it’s also crucial to understand the role of others in your thinking. If you want to be liked, you won’t have the courage to be disliked. Let’s be clear: being liked is not your role. If you’re a footballer who plays for one of twenty teams in your field of competition, then nineteen other teams’ fans are going to hate you.

It still dumbfounds me how many people working in sports, especially athletes, don’t understand their industry or its rules of engagement – particularly as it relates to media, the main storyteller. The media’s role is to manufacture expectation, pressure, rivalry, opinion and controversy. It’s big business. An athlete’s role in it all is fundamentally to know this, and create a protective boundary. The key is to shut out that onslaught. It’s not the critic who counts, anyway. One of my favourite Adlerian mantras is, ‘From this moment on, that is not my life task.’

Physical pressure exists, objectively. If I push you hard, you may fall off balance. But emotional pressure exists in a purely subjective way, with your permission. This kind of pressure arises when your attention is off balance and you fixate on an unrealistic expectation.

So, changing your relationship with this word and what it means for you is not only a game changer; it’s also a life saver. But it requires a deep focus back on what you can control, and reframing what success means. Only then can you free yourself from the opinions of others.

Goals Versus Expectations

One way to gain clarity is by clocking the difference between goals and expectations. Goals are desired outcomes for the future. And we should all have them. If you believe the world happens for us, not to us, this starts with setting our goals. Yet, the last time I checked, no one controlled the future. There are no guarantees, or promises, that we’ll actually achieve our goals in life. And that’s okay; it’s just called living. But this shouldn’t stop us from harnessing our motivations and creative thoughts to dream up big goals.

Our expectations, on the other hand, are the things we can control in the process of achieving our goals. These controllables are many things, but I typically bucket them into three: our intention, our effort and our mindset. The problem is when we turn our goals into expected outcomes, as it introduces pressure, which gives off negative energy. In contrast, goals without that pressure generate positive energy.

Removing Pressure: The Double O’s

In order to remove pressures and create freedom, there are two types of expectations that we need to identify, acknowledge, accept and cast out: expectations of outcome and expectations by others. Expectations of outcome lead to outcome pressure, while expectations by others create emotional pressure.

So, let’s dig deeper into this other vexatious pair: outcomes and others’ opinions, or what I call the Double O’s. When we fixate on outcomes, especially when we treat them as expectations rather than as goals or dreams, we invite stress and anxiety into our life. The same occurs when we worry about what other people think of us.

The first no-no, nursing an expectation about a certain outcome, is one simply because you don’t helm the future. Perhaps genies can teleport through time, space and consciousness, but we cannot. Which brings us to expectations held by others. Why this second one is a bad idea ought to be obvious. Believing you have to please someone else is not your life task. Nor is proving yourself to someone else, being validated by someone else, being recognised by someone else, or living up to the expectations of someone else. None of this is your responsibility.

That’s not on you.

You can’t control what anyone else thinks of you, anyway. So, why saddle yourself with the onus of that expectation? It only generates unnecessary emotional pressure, and it will sabotage your life in the process.

Saying Goodbye to Inherited Expectations

Two breakthroughs in 2017 would forever change the AFL Richmond Football Club, particularly the lives of its players, coaches, members and supporters. The first was understanding how belonging and connection can create a competitive advantage that’s so strong, your opponents can neither see it nor defend against it. The second was redefining expectations to replace pressure with freedom. Once these two breakthroughs aligned, the Tigers were released into the wild to roam freely – with risk and sunny abandon – and went on to win three of the next four premierships. This chapter would go down in folklore as the Tigers’ proudest prowl.

Though ‘connection’ was the theme that garnered the most media attention in 2017, removing expectations is the thing I’m personally most proud of, because it required going way outside my own comfort zone in calling it out to senior management. My brief at Richmond was solely to work with the coach, Damien Hardwick, and the captain, Trent Cotchin. But, on a deeper level, I knew we had to lift a Club-wide curse that fans had accepted as something that was what it was, and couldn’t be changed.

The more I dug into it, the more I realised Richmond had been haunted by the demon of expectations for decades. From the 1970s on, they were one of the big four teams in Australia, alongside Essendon, Collingwood and Carlton. But Richmond revelled in its own cutthroat culture. If the team didn’t perform, they’d sack the coach, or sack the captain, or sack the president. They just had to sack someone. Even their parapets blasted signs such as ‘Ruthless Tigers’ and ‘Eat ’Em Alive’. That’s exactly what they did. They were ruthless and they would eat their own. In lieu of loyalty, Richmond demanded success. And, for a period, this fear-based authoritarian approach worked. They won four premierships: in 1967, 1969, 1973 and 1974. Then they won again in 1980.

But after that, the world changed. For the next three decades, Richmond slipped into a long rut of underperformance. What I noticed was that whenever they verged on success, they got so distracted by and fearful of the outcome that they dropped the ball. Literally. Richmond would be five goals up at three-quarter time, and in the last quarter they’d inevitably squander the lead, and the match.

Fear manifests in various ways among athletes and teams. You can see it in people’s body language and decision-making. I couldn’t help but observe a tic: Richmond would play with coltish verve for the first three quarters, only to stiffen up like a withered nag in the fourth. They performed admirably throughout each season only to falter on the verge of the finals. And guess what would happen? They’d self-sabotage. The media coined the term ‘Richmondy’ to describe their habit of snatching defeat from the jaws of victory. They became a standing joke.

What was going on here? My curiosity took over. Not in a judgemental way, but I started to wonder, Why are they always so fragile at the last moment, year after year? I credit my subconscious for spotting the pattern buried in what may have seemed like randomness. Richmond would flirt with the top eight all year until the last three rounds, when suddenly the Australian Football League Finals were in sight – until there was a consequence.

The mind works in mysterious ways. Mine, deep in its murk, must have retrieved a memory that helped me unpack this dynamic. When I was fifteen, I competed in a night ‘wade’ for lifeguards at Torquay Beach. My whole family came along to cheer me on. The place was practically bursting with bikinis as ‘Echo Beach’ by Martha and the Muffins blared into the dusky sky, adding to the carnival vibe. Everyone was knocking back beers, and all the lifeguards were braced for the sprint. The swimming part wasn’t my forte, but I could hold my own as a runner. I remember thinking, God, there are some muscle men here. Relative to them, I looked pretty scrawny.

The Beach Wade is a bit of a duck waddle. It’s almost like a hurdle, the way you paddle through the water. Somehow, I got through the first turn in front. I made the second turn. Still in front. I thought, Oh, my God, I’m going to win this race. And there are all these beautiful girls on the beach. And my family’s here. I’m a hero. I’m a lifeguard. I’m a legend!

And then I hit a pothole. Suddenly, I was sent flying and landed in the shallows and wet sand. You know those gravity realisation gags when Wile E. Coyote hangs in midair before plummeting down a canyon? Well, I didn’t hear a bomb whistle. But I heard giggling. Everyone ran over me. By the time I got up, the race had finished. God knows how I must have looked. My mouth was full of sand, and my back was covered in footprints.

I remember thinking, Why didn’t I just stay focused? Had I been focused, I probably would have seen the pothole. But all I saw were the bright lights and the bikinis and the celebration. If ever there was a case of pride before a fall! Though that was also when I learned a life lesson: if you focus on the outcome, the accompanying pressure distracts you from focusing on the process and the present moment. I wasn’t present. I didn’t see the pothole. But, afterwards, walking up the grassy hill to the car park, I did hear those snickers.

So, at Richmond, I was primed to discern distraction. When Damien took over as coach, the team found their mojo for a while. They made the finals three years in a row. But in each final, they got Richmondy. Take, for example, the 2013 final against Carlton. Richmond was four goals up at halftime. And then? Expectation reared its ugly head. All of a sudden, potholes everywhere. For opposing fans and media alike, it was a comedy. For Richmond, it was a tragedy.

Four years later, in 2017, the demon was dispatched. Richmond won their first five games of the year and realised: This connection thing, this vulnerability stuff, it’s actually working. Who knew? But then they suffered a setback and lost the next four consecutive games, all in the dying moments of the match. That’s when I rang Neil Balme, Richmond’s GM of Football, on a Sunday night, to tell him the challenge was no longer connection, it was expectation.

The team had thought, Five games down, finals to go! Pressure hit, and they tightened up in the last quarters. Their decision-making went off the skids. The playful connection practices they’d been doing ground to a halt as expectations of a desired outcome knocked their perspective sideways. The hellhound was back.

Emma Murray had been running the mindfulness program at Richmond and was very effective, but there wasn’t full buy-in from the broader Club. Mindfulness can be a nebulous topic that’s hard to comprehend. But if you can integrate the Stoic concept of accepting and letting go of the uncontrollable, and focusing all your attention on controllables, it can be a very powerful tool to remove pressure, and create the freedom to compete, have fun and play. This approach was simple, yet effective. It also required each player to develop a set of words that would unlock their A-game – words such as calm, composed, present, free, confident and strong.

Once Neil Balme and the coaches embraced the power of this new mindset, they sprang into action. ‘Balmey’ came in swinging Monday morning, and over the course of three days, the Club ran mindset sessions with the entire team and collectively identified their two biggest distractions. You guessed right: expectations of outcomes and expectations of third-party opinions. Now they could catch themselves when either appeared. More importantly, they had a way to process
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