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Foreword

by Ciara

Trevor Moawad was my game-day sounding board. His job was to help my husband, Russell, prepare mentally to play the most demanding position in football, and once the game rolled around, Trevor and I would always sync up. It was as if we were playing the game ourselves. We would create our little team huddle. Trevor was the person I leaned on to stay neutral. We’d talk. We’d text. Afterward, we’d debrief.

Trevor was family, and I can’t believe he’s gone.

When you are a big dreamer and you seek a role that comes with a lot of pressure, there are going to be a lot of challenges. There is going to be a lot of adversity. It’s not going to be easy. You have to accept that up front. I accepted it the first time I stood in front of a microphone and sang. Russell accepted it when he became the quarterback of the Seattle Seahawks.

In our house, we always say, “Pressure is a privilege.” Trevor, who started working with Russell in 2012, used that phrase all the time. It means that what you’re doing matters. But it’s still pressure and the reality is that sometimes your human instincts get in the way. When the challenges come, your instincts might take you to a negative space. You can’t stay there. You have to find neutral.

I don’t like matching chaos with chaos. I don’t like matching fire with fire. That’s only going to make everything explode. When there is chaos, you have to come with opposite energy. There comes a point where being neutral is the only option. You have to go to that place, because otherwise it’s impossible to get clarity and calm things down. I love the idea of taking a moment to pause and then going to neutral.

We have to be able to get to neutral, because we’re all going to face adversity. We’re going to get challenged along the way. We’re going to have naysayers along the way. We’re going to have doubters along the way. I’ve heard “no” more than I’ve heard “yes” along the way. I’m so proud to be where I am in my life, and I’m grateful for those “nos.” As soon as you tell me “no,” that’s when the conversation really starts.

But even if you tell me “no,” even if you tell me I can’t succeed, I’m going to stay neutral. One of the best lines that the legendary Trevor Moawad gave me is that there’s never been a statue of a critic. I love that. It couldn’t get any truer than that. As long as I am able to execute my vision and feel really good about my art and my process, that’s all I need. That’s all there needs to be. If you’re worried about what someone else has to say, it sends you all over the place. And the reality is that there is always going to be someone. There could be ninety-nine great comments, and there will always be one bad comment. But through the years, I’ve learned how to find my way to that neutral place that Trevor talks about.

Trevor was one of the best—if not the best—motivational speakers I’ve met. He always knew the right thing to say. Who you have feeding you in times of need makes a difference. Who you have feeding you matters when you’re trying to navigate life’s incredible journey. And when Trevor gave that vitamin dose of information to Russ, it fed my soul too.

I’m praying that this book will be the gift that keeps giving. Trevor planted so many seeds while he was here, and I believe those seeds will continue to blossom. He may be gone, but he can still change lives.

Even as he fought cancer at the end, he still knew how to find neutral. In our last conversations, he would start off each call crying. Then he’d find a moment when he just shifted to neutral, and by the end he was encouraging me.

But that was Trevor. He poured into everyone. He gave his all for everyone else. I know that God said to him, “Well done. I am pleased.” God put Trevor on this earth to do exactly what he did. And we know that heaven has gained an angel.




Preface

by Andy Staples

The email popped in on a Friday night in April 2021. Like many of the thousands of emails I received from Trevor in the course of writing two books together, this one contained a link and nothing more. Trevor had unearthed one more thing I needed to see to understand him—to help capture his voice. So I clicked.

This link led to a YouTube clip of Trevor’s father, Bob, speaking to a rapt audience. Bob Moawad was a coach turned motivational speaker who could hold a crowd in the palm of his hand. He spent most of the last third of his life teaching people that a positive outlook would make their lives better. The speech Trevor had emailed me likely took place in 2006, about a year before Bob died following a long fight with cancer. Bob explained to the crowd that most people don’t really expect an answer when they ask how we’re doing, but he would give them one anyway. “I’m vertical,” Bob said. “I’m on this side of the carpet. I’m eating solid food. Who could ask for anything more?”

Trevor struggled for years to reconcile the fact that while his father was his hero, Trevor had built a similar business contradicting some of his father’s core beliefs. Working with elite athletes, Trevor had learned that top performers need more than “just be positive.” So he had developed a curriculum based on neutral thinking. And though that made him very successful, at times it made him sad. Deep down, Trevor wanted to be just like his dad, and he felt he had deviated from Bob’s path. But as I watched that video, I heard Trevor. As Bob kept talking, I realized that what he and Trevor taught wasn’t as different as Trevor feared.

I’m vertical.

I’m on this side of the carpet.

I’m eating solid food.

Those are neutral statements. Trevor always taught the athletes he worked with to go to the truth. Those were the facts at that moment. Bob Moawad was teaching neutral thinking years before his son put a name to it.

At the time Trevor sent that email, he had reached essentially the same point as his father had when that video was recorded. Both were fighting a battle against cancer that was far more difficult than they let on to the outside world. Both had only a few months left to live. Bob died about a year later. He was sixty-six. Trevor died September 15, 2021. He was forty-eight.

Trevor never told anyone he was dying. Like his former boss Nick Saban, he didn’t believe in looking at the scoreboard. He chose instead to give each moment a life of its own. But beyond anything he taught, he undersold how serious his condition was because he cared more about the rest of us than he cared about himself. He didn’t want me to give a single thought to his condition if it might take away even a second of joy from a moment with my family. Trevor didn’t want Russell Wilson worrying about him when he could be trying to solve the Rams’ defense. Trevor didn’t want his friend Lawrence Frank to fret when he was trying to build a championship team with the Los Angeles Clippers.

He told a few of us the details of his cancer because he had to, but he kept that information from nearly everyone else because he preferred that they remain blissfully unaware. He worked most of the 2019 season with the Georgia football team while undergoing chemotherapy and various invasive procedures and didn’t tell anyone in the organization about any of it until after the season ended. Trevor always felt his job was to serve others. If his clients were concerned about him, they were wasting mental energy that they could have used to improve their own performances. Originally, he didn’t want to discuss his cancer fight in this book because it meant so many people would know. He only changed his mind when he realized that he could help so many people by passing along the lessons he learned during the process.

We finished the manuscript for this book at the end of May 2021. After Trevor and I went over the last words over the phone and I emailed the finished product to the publisher, I turned to my wife. “I hope we didn’t just write Trevor’s last words,” I said. My wife works in medicine. As soon as I told her what kind of cancer Trevor had back in 2019, she had warned me that he was embarking on a fight few people win.

Trevor knew that too. But he refused to let the long odds drain the life from him. He worked right through chemo. He pushed himself to recover from surgeries. He rolled into radiation focused only on the next step in the process.

Yes, there were moments he was afraid. Yes, there were times he broke down and cried. Yes, there were times he thought the world might crush him. But the beauty of Trevor was that he never let those moments linger. He never let them drag him into the abyss. Like Bob, who celebrated being vertical, Trevor would find a fact to grab on to and climb back to level ground. Maybe it was the privilege of taking a walk the following morning with the Pacific Ocean as a backdrop. Maybe it was his excitement that his friend Mel Tucker was using neutral thinking to transform Michigan State’s football program.

Trevor wouldn’t want you to cry for him. He would want you to live your best life. That’s why we didn’t change any of the words in the body of the book after his passing. Trevor had finally determined exactly how he wanted to teach neutral thinking. He had developed a philosophy that had helped his clients, but that philosophy also had sustained Trevor through a fight against a disease that probably would have taken him even sooner had he not been so mentally tough.

I know Trevor walked through the Pearly Gates and into a bear hug from his dad. All Trevor ever wanted to do was make Bob proud, and he absolutely did. But Trevor did so much more than that.

It turns out we did write Trevor’s last words, but I know they are the legacy Trevor wanted to leave. He wanted everyone to learn to think neutrally. He wanted us to celebrate that we’re vertical and on this side of the carpet. He wanted us to stop worrying about the final score and just try to dominate every precious second we get on this planet.




Prologue

I woke up at 4:30 a.m. on September 7, 2019. A few hundred yards from my window, the Pacific Ocean lapped against the sand on Manhattan Beach. I was flying to Seattle to meet my client Russell Wilson the day before he opened his eighth NFL season.

The Seahawks were playing the Bengals at CenturyLink Field the next day. The plan for this particular Saturday was to meet with Russell and go through our usual pregame routine. I had made a video that would hammer home the importance of thinking neutrally. Neutral thinking replaces hardwired negativity, the kind of defeatist mindset that’s nearly everybody’s default. It’s my own special innovation—a nonjudgmental, nonreactive way of coolly assessing problems and analyzing crises, a mode of attack that offers luminous clarity and supreme calm in the critical moments before taking decisive action. The beauty of Russell is that even though he understands the power of neutral thinking better than anyone, he also understands he needs to maintain his mental conditioning just as well as he does his physical conditioning. This pregame session would do for his brain what squats did for his thighs earlier in the week.

Meanwhile, I finally had the opportunity to slip back into my fall routine. I’d been in Nashville nine days earlier to watch the Georgia Bulldogs—one of my key college football clients since 2016—open their season with a win at Vanderbilt. Russell and the Seahawks had Super Bowl aspirations again. Coach Kirby Smart and his Bulldogs looked like contenders for the College Football Playoff. This could be a successful fall for everyone, which meant it could be a fun, rewarding fall for me. That’s why I had gone to bed so excited the previous night. After a few years spent dealing with a divorce, I was finally about to have a football season where I could focus solely on the work. The roadblocks had all been removed.

So I rose before the sun that morning and started packing my bag. As I passed by the mirror, my brain registered something that wasn’t quite right.

Why were my eyes yellow?

I turned on the light in the bathroom.

Why were my eyes REALLY fucking yellow?

My mind started spinning. What would cause this? I’d gotten dehydrated a few days earlier and drank a smoothie with turmeric in it. Could that be it? Turmeric is yellow. I’d had a stomach flare-up a few days before. Maybe it was a symptom of that. I did some googling, but nothing seemed obvious. I knew something was wrong, but I couldn’t worry about it then. I needed to get to Seattle.

Corey Hart sang about wearing sunglasses at night. On that trip, I wore sunglasses whenever it was remotely socially acceptable. I wasn’t hungover. I just didn’t want anyone to see how yellow my eyes were. Other than that, I felt fine.

The following Thursday, I sat in a doctor’s office back in California. Usually, I’m nervous in those settings. This time, I was relieved. I wanted to come up with a plan to find out why my body was acting so weird. Then I wanted to fix it. I wanted to ask the doctor if he could prescribe a pill to just get rid of the yellow in my eyes. “We need to figure out what’s causing it,” he said. “Usually, jaundice is a side effect of something else.” Like preparing a team to make a Super Bowl run or to win an NBA title, we’d need to go through the process.

I’d been treated the previous February for a cut on the inside of my throat—an errant Cheez-It—and the doctor pulled up the past numbers. “Your enzymes were high, and your bilirubin was slightly elevated,” he said. “Let’s work off that.” He had me schedule an ultrasound to see if I had a gallstone or a kidney stone. “And just to be safe,” he added, “on Monday we’ll get you an MRI.”

I went in for the ultrasound. A nice older lady covered my stomach in that cold jelly and waved her wand across it. She asked if I’d had jaundice before and she told me I’d be fine. But I couldn’t see what she was looking at. Was it a tennis ball lodged in my abdomen? Was it nothing? I kept reminding myself to deal with information as it was distributed to me. This is a critical component of neutral thinking. In that situation, it kept my imagination from running wild and creating unnecessary anxiety. The next few weeks were a mix of traveling for work—Philadelphia, New York, New Jersey, Georgia, Florida—and visiting doctor’s offices when I was back in California. I got loaded into an MRI tube and lay there for an hour. I had a Positron Emission Tomography (PET) scan, which uses a dye containing radioactive tracers to examine how your organs are functioning. Various doctors asked questions and ordered tests and tried to collect as much information as they could before giving me a verdict.

By that point, I hadn’t had a full night’s sleep in months. The other physical oddity I noticed besides the jaundice was itching. Night after night, I woke up with my legs begging to be scratched. From just below my knees to the bottoms of my feet, my skin screamed. Scratching my legs felt like a combination of gratitude, victory, and sex. It felt like I’d won a gold medal. I’d never been as relieved as in that moment between the scratch and the itch flaring up again.

When the final verdict came back, I was summoned to another doctor’s office. He was still in surgery, so I spent almost two hours in a room by myself waiting. There was a large exam chair in the center of the room. It reclined and moved and allowed the patient to be more comfortable during exams. It had been freshly wrapped in paper just for me. That’s where I was supposed to sit. I chose not to because that chair didn’t make me more comfortable. The entire idea of it made me uncomfortable. I sat in one of the small chairs off to the side where visitors usually sat. By sitting there, I couldn’t see what was on the doctor’s computer screen. I couldn’t see my chart. And I also didn’t want to feel like I’d be there long. I wanted to feel like a temporary visitor, even though I already could tell I’d be spending more time in rooms like this one. Sitting there alone, I gave myself the kind of talk I give the athletes and coaches I work with. This is the intense one. Whatever it is, I’ll get through it.

“It looks like we’ve got something going on in the gallbladder and the bile duct,” the doctor said when he finally arrived.

He knew it was the C-word. What he didn’t quite know yet was how to remove the offending cells. Did I have a tumor in my gallbladder? Did I have one in my bile duct? Did I have something in both places? I’d need to have a laparoscopic procedure (where they punch a hole in your skin to send a small camera into your body) to determine exactly what kind of surgery I’d need. It would take that procedure and three endoscopies (where they stick a camera on a tube down your esophagus like a plumber snaking out a clogged drain) to get the full picture of what I had.

By this point, I had a team of doctors working to rid me of the invader in my abdomen. My oncologist and my surgeon drew up a plan that would require chemotherapy throughout most of the fall to shrink my tumor, which was in my bile duct. Then, in February, I’d have a fairly invasive surgery to remove the rest. The prognosis for survival was good compared to a lot of cancers, but the treatment protocol would be a beast.

I had big plans for the fall of 2019. I’d moved from Arizona to one of the coolest places on Earth—the edge of the Pacific. We’d locked down the manuscript for my first book, and it was set to hit shelves in February of 2020. I had new clients and work that excited me. Who knew? Maybe I’d also meet someone. I hoped to build an entirely new life. Before I woke up that morning with yellow eyes, anything seemed possible.

By late October, I had a diagnosis and a treatment plan. As I stood listening to the waves crash onto Manhattan Beach one night, I mourned the end of the new life that had never really begun. “I just need to be calm,” I told myself. “I just want to get better. I want to be able to sleep. I want this thing out of me.”

I knew I’d need every lesson I’d taught the athletes and coaches I’d worked with through the years. I developed the concept of neutral thinking to help those people prepare and then perform their best under pressure, whether it was playing in the World Cup or playing in the Super Bowl with more than 100 million people watching. I distilled those lessons into a book to help those of us who aren’t elite athletes take control of our lives by thinking neutrally. Now I needed to be more neutral than ever to face the toughest challenge of my life.

Little did I know that as I used neutral thinking to fight the C-word, another disease would emerge that would change the way we live and challenge us in ways we never imagined. To make it through a pandemic, we all needed to live neutrally.

If that combination of two horrific diseases taught me anything, it’s that the world will keep throwing challenges at us. It doesn’t care about our feelings. It also doesn’t care if we’re prepared. That’s why we all need the tools to handle what comes next. This book will give you those tools.

In It Takes What It Takes, I introduced readers to concepts such as neutral thinking, the illusion of choice, and the negativity diet. I developed those concepts working with some of the best athletes in the world. These are people with incredible God-given talent who are always looking to gain an edge and be the best version of themselves when competition begins. With that book, I wanted to help people maximize their performance. Together, we turned good into better.

My first book outlined the concepts. This book gives you a practical, step-by-step guide to dealing with the various calamities the world will inevitably send your way. I’m serious about the practical part. I’ve been using these techniques to deal with the most serious personal crisis I’ve ever faced, so I can assure you they work. I’ll start with lessons on how to handle stressful, life-altering situations. You’ll learn to downshift your brain to neutral so you aren’t trying to make critical decisions while your mind is redlining. Then I’ll explain how to choose the next right step when you’ve reached a neutral state.

After that, I’ll show you how to take the steps to create a way of life that will allow you to find neutral quickly and be confident that you’ve chosen the correct next step. You’ll examine your values. You’ll examine your habits. You’ll learn how to prepare for life events the way athletes prepare for a huge game.

Don’t think of this book as a collection of pages. Think of it as a stack of lottery tickets. Living neutrally gives us a better chance to become who we are capable of—to win the battle of potential versus effectiveness. Instead of absorbing what the world dishes out, you’ll know how to take the fight to adversity. To stand strong on substance. To be prepared to sustain the great even as you step into the scary.




Chapter 1

Why Neutral?

We locked in the words for It Takes What It Takes during the summer of 2019. Writing it had been a form of therapy for me. During much of the process, I was traveling across the country to work with various teams and businesses. Back at home in Phoenix, I was in the midst of a divorce. Drilling down on the principles of what I teach helped me live those principles during a period of extreme stress. Or at least it felt like extreme stress at the time. Late in 2019, after I had submitted the manuscript but before the book hit stores, I woke up with yellow eyes, a harbinger of some brutal months to come as I moved into 2020. The year 2020 would teach me I hadn’t really known stress before.

As I recovered from major surgery and prepared for radiation treatment, a pandemic shut down the world. A new disease had crossed oceans. It was highly contagious. It was lethal in ways scientists initially struggled to understand. As doctors worked to learn as much as they could in an attempt to slow the spread of COVID-19, fear gripped those of us without medical degrees. We worried we might lose loved ones. We feared for our own health. And it wasn’t only fear of the virus. We feared what might happen to our jobs as businesses were forced to pause and, in some cases, close. We feared what might happen to children as schools were forced to close. Some struggled with isolation. Many struggled financially. The negativity that I implored readers in the first book to avoid was inescapable. It enveloped the entire planet.

As we all struggled to get our footing in this new reality, I realized that dealing with the C-word (not COVID-19) and COVID-19 would require an even greater commitment to neutral thinking. Unlike when I taught the concepts to coaches and athletes, I wasn’t trying to help a team go from decent to great. I was helping myself survive—to make it to the next day mentally intact. Meanwhile, I watched everyone else trying to manage through the pandemic and realized just how critical these skills are for all of us. Sure, they can help Russell Wilson try to reach the Super Bowl. But they also can help snap us out of a Groundhog Day loop. They can bring us back from the edge of a ruinous negative spiral.

Why not just be positive? When I speak to groups, a common question I get is “Why do you bash positive thinking?” I’m not bashing positive thinking by promoting neutral thinking. Sometimes positive thinking is just . . . impossible. And positive thinking with no basis for that positivity isn’t helpful and, in some cases, can be hurtful. We can all agree that negative thinking only affects us negatively, but being less negative and being more positive are not synonymous. Positive thinking isn’t the most effective antidote to negativity. Neutral thinking is.

New York Times writer David Leonhardt made this point implicitly in 2021 when discussing the pandemic. Some of the events of the first months of the pandemic hit people hardest who had initially believed that simply thinking positively would help the world deal with the disease in a more expedient fashion. (Note to everyone: viruses don’t have feelings, nor do they care how you feel.) In March 2021, as people were being vaccinated and the idea of a “normal” existence began to feel real for the first time in a year, Leonhardt noted an uptick in skepticism toward the vaccine combined with a general feeling of hopelessness that sprang from a year of living with the virus. “The early coronavirus mistakes were mostly mistakes of excessive optimism,” Leonhardt tweeted to his 147,000 followers.1 “But that’s not the only possible kind of public-health mistake. And at our current stage in the pandemic, undue pessimism has become as much of a problem as undue optimism.”

The pandemic offers a hard lesson in why we have to remain neutral. I’m going to drill into your head that negative thinking needs to be avoided at all costs. If that’s the only thing you take away from this book, you’re profiting. But that isn’t difficult to explain. Even without empirical data—of which there is plenty—you already know that thinking negatively can harm you. It’s a little more difficult to explain why unearned positive thinking can be harmful at times. Norman Vincent Peale’s 1952 book The Power of Positive Thinking has sold millions of copies and spawned a cottage industry of books, audio programs, business seminars, and tchotchkes that your most earnest friend probably kept on their desk at work (back when people had desks at an office). Positive thinking, in most cases, is a better alternative than negative thinking. But think back to the early days of the pandemic. Remember the magical thinking from politicians and pundits that the disease would simply disappear? Remember the theory—not supported by any research at the time—that the heat of summer would burn off the virus? The people who chose to believe that because they believed positivity would help eliminate the virus wound up being crushed the most when it became clear that none of that stuff was true. Those people wound up more negative and more depressed because positive thinking failed them.

Those people would have been much better off thinking neutrally. What, exactly, is neutral thinking? It’s a method of making decisions that requires us to strip away our biases and focus on facts. It allows us to make decisions in a judgment-free manner that accepts what has happened in the past with an understanding that what happened before doesn’t guarantee what will happen next. My friend Lawrence Frank is the president of basketball operations for the NBA’s Los Angeles Clippers, and he explains this concept really well. “Just because you missed ten shots in a row doesn’t mean the eleventh is going to be a miss,” he says. “And just because you’re ten-for-ten doesn’t mean the next shot is going to be a make.”

If we accept that the future isn’t predetermined by the events of the past, we can dig deeper and understand that we can influence what happens next with our behaviors. We can accept that maybe we missed those ten shots in a row because we let our elbow flare out or because we didn’t set our feet before rising to shoot. Recognizing and correcting those issues can help the next shot—and the one after that one—go through the net. Neutral thinking forces us to seek the truth. But it doesn’t require us to render an opinion. If we missed ten shots in a row, it doesn’t mean we stink at shooting a basketball. If we made ten shots in a row, it doesn’t necessarily mean we are great at shooting a basketball. It means we need to comb through our personal shooting data to understand why we might have missed or made those shots. Did we alter our shooting stroke slightly? Are we allowing other concerns to distract us while we shoot? This information matters so much more than “I suck” or “I’m on fire.” Those are judgments, and they have no place in neutral thinking. Other motivational systems encourage illusion or self-delusion. I never will.

I will show you how to accept what you’ve done in the past and understand that you control what happens in the future. Neutral thinking asks you to focus on the next set of steps in order to move forward. I’ll teach you how to process information—good, bad, and otherwise—to help guide your behaviors. By opening this book, you’ve accepted a challenge. This isn’t for everyone. There are a lot more people who want to believe everything will be okay instead of constantly analyzing their own personal data to ensure they are behaving in ways that will give them the tools to handle anything life throws their way. But the people who believe in magical positive thinking will crumble when the doctor tells them they’ll need yet another surgery and another round of radiation. They’ll despair when the virus doesn’t burn up in the heat of the summer. Meanwhile, the people who already think negatively will fall further down the hole in those moments. Those who stay neutral can persevere and even thrive.

It took me a while to come to neutral thinking—or at least to put a name to the practice I observed while working with championship athletes in football, soccer, baseball, basketball, and tennis. My father, Bob Moawad, was a nationally renowned motivational speaker. He produced programs that were taught in schools throughout the country and he leaned heavily into positive thinking. For a time, he was the president of the National Association for Self-Esteem
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