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Dedication

For Hillary, who continually shows me what love and

compassion are. You are the most genuine, kindhearted

person. Your dedication to all those around you is a

constant inspiration. I love you.

In loving memory of Tom Abbey, who taught me humility,

open-mindedness, and relentless optimism.

In loving memory of Matt Cobb, who taught me what it

means to dedicate yourself to exploring your limits.
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Introduction

How We Got Toughness Wrong and Where to Go




Chapter 1

From Tough Coaches, Tough Parents, and Tough Guys to Finding Real Inner Strength

Hard-nosed. Gritty. Playing through pain. Stoic. Exhibiting emotional fortitude. Showing no signs of distress. Persevering. When college students were asked to describe what it meant to be tough, these words and phrases came to mind. Among 160 elite athletes, perseverance came out on top. For most of us, as we read these descriptors, a particular image arises. Perhaps it’s a football player popping his dislocated shoulder back into place and demanding to be put back into the game, or maybe it’s Craig MacTavish, who retired in 1997 as the last player in the NHL to play without a helmet. For others, the image might be a wounded military hero or a mother fighting through discomfort to care for her child. Chances are that visions of individuals overcoming adversity and some sort of pain or suffering lead the way. That’s how we traditionally view toughness: overcoming obstacles with a combination of perseverance, discipline, and stoicism. And if we’re honest, when the word toughness is mentioned, many of us picture a strong brute of a man.

In a coaching career that spanned five decades and three universities, Bobby Knight amassed an impressive résumé. He won more than nine hundred games, the third most all-time in college basketball; reached the Final Four five times; and took home three NCAA national championships. Of all his successes, his 1976 Indiana basketball team stands out. They won every game they played, sweeping through the NCAA tournament with a win over Michigan to seal the perfect season and Knight’s first national championship. In the decades since, no team has been able to match their record. Looking back years later, Knight described what set them apart: “That was a team that was almost impossible to beat, because of its toughness, its strength, its size.”

For a man who began his coaching career at West Point, toughness seemed easy to define: “Being able to overcome obstacles. You can’t feel sorry for yourself.” And for the most part, his teams lived up to the definition, playing disciplined, hard-nosed basketball. While the tendency in basketball is to focus on the glamorous, scoring, this team focused on the unglamorous, defense. They pioneered a pressing man-to-man defense that tested its players’ discipline, work ethic, and perseverance. And it worked.

There was just one problem. Not everyone was thriving. The man who led his players to such heights is known as much for his winning ways as for his tantrums and abusive antics. Bobby Knight’s success on the court is undeniable. His insistence on toughness being a critical factor in performance is similarly backed by both research and experience, but his methods to achieve it are questionable at best, and downright abusive at worst.

There were the tampons hanging from the lockers of players he thought were “soft.” There was the frequent cussing out of players and the accusation that he ordered managers to tape pictures of women’s genitalia in players’ rooms. There was the 1991 tape of one of his tirades: “This is absolute fucking bullshit. Now I’ll fucking run your ass right into the ground. . . . I had to sit around for a fucking year with an 8–10 record in this fucking league, and I mean you will not put me in that fucking position again or you will goddamn pay for it like you can’t fucking believe.” And the time he brought a piece of toilet paper from the bathroom covered in shit to show his players what he thought of them. Then there was the physical abuse marked by the infamous video of Knight choking a player at practice. All in the name of creating Knight’s version of toughness.

“Soft.” Female genitalia. Questioning manhood. All actions that clue us in on Knight’s actual definition of toughness, one founded on showing no weakness, bulldozing through obstacles, and utilizing fear to establish authority and control. A version we would now call old-school in an attempt to place distance between such barbaric practices and the present. But it’s an idea that still dominates the playing fields and performance halls of our present. We have a fundamental misunderstanding of what toughness is. And it pervades far more than the basketball courts.

Tough Parenting

Very demanding. Cold and non-nurturing. Controlling. One-way communication. Using harsh punishment. No, we aren’t describing Bobby Knight’s coaching handbook, but one of the four main parenting styles.

In the 1960s, developmental psychologist Diana Baumrind pioneered our understanding of parenting. Through research and observation, she discovered that parenting styles can be classified based on two factors: responsiveness and demandingness. Baumrind defined responsiveness as “the extent to which parents intentionally foster individuality, self-regulation, and self-assertion by being attuned, supportive, and acquiescent to children’s special needs and demands.” In other words, how well do parents respond to and meet the needs of their children? After they lose a soccer match, do you greet your child with warmth and support? Or do you go straight into criticizing their play?

Demandingness, on the other hand, refers to “the claims parents make on children to become integrated into the family whole, by their maturity demands, supervision, disciplinary efforts and willingness to confront the child who disobeys.” In other words, how high are the parents’ expectations for their child, and how much control do they exert to regulate or influence their child?

Plotting these two characteristics, Baumrind found that most parents fell into three categories that lined up with Goldilocks’s search for the perfect bed. If a parent was low in demandingness and high in responsiveness, they were too soft, a permissive parent who would let their child get away with just about anything. If a parent was high in demandingness and low in responsiveness, they were too hard, an authoritarian who relied on harsh discipline, with little attention to the child’s needs.

Parents who use an authoritarian style don’t trust their children to make good decisions. The parent is in charge, and the child is to obey. Authoritarian parents rely on fear, threats, and punishment to ensure that their children make good choices. A typical refrain from an authoritarian parent might be, “You need to do (this) because I said so.” In one study of over one thousand parents, only 31 percent of authoritarian parents said that they should “love their child unconditionally.” When it comes to motivation, it’s about the sticks, not the carrots.

It’s easy to identify the authoritarian parent. Upon seeing their child miss a shot, they are the ones who jump straight to criticism. They are the parent who grounds their kid after every subpar test score, locking their child in their room to study without offering support for how to improve her grades besides a trite suggestion to “work harder.” The father who perceives his role is to “toughen up” their boys. Commanding them to suck it up, don’t cry, grow up, and never show fear. Even as views have shifted, many parents see harsh discipline as not only beneficial but the lack of it as a sign of the “softening” of America. In one study, 81 percent of Americans thought parents were too soft on their children. It’s not just coaches; many parents hold on to this idea that too much warmth or support is “weak.”

It’s not that punishment or expectations are bad things. It’s that, one, punishment or telling a child to simply “work harder” doesn’t always get results, and two, when the demandingness far outweighs providing support, we end up with an authoritarian parenting style. The “just right” Goldilocks fit occurs when expectations are high, but so is support. High demand accompanied by warmth and understanding. All parents find themselves somewhere on this continuum, and we shift up and down it based on the context. But it’s when there is an extreme mismatch between demand and support that problems arise.

While Baumrind’s work originally applied to parent and child, the same principles hold with how we treat one another. Somewhere along the way, we’ve become very confused about what actual toughness is. From coaching to parenting to leading in the workplace, we’ve taken the demanding part of the equation and forgotten the other side: warmth, care, and responsiveness to others’ needs.

To Be Callous

Callous: to harden, to make insensitive, to develop a thick skin. Look no further than the language often used with toughness. We proclaim teams and individuals as “soft,” in need of “hardening up,” and implore our teams to “show no signs of weakness.” We romanticize the Karate Kid narrative—after getting bullied at school, our hero grows stronger and comes back with a vengeance, teaching the bully a lesson. In youth sports, we send our kids to run laps or perform burpees not for some specific training adaptation, but to “toughen them up.” In the name of toughness, we rationalize the absurd. In Until It Hurts, Mark Hyman visited youth sport clubs across the country and found frequent throwing up after workouts, insult-laden tirades, and more. The justification parents provided for teaching eleven-year-olds to go until they puke? “The stern approach is necessary for children to get in touch with their inner lacrosse warrior.”

For too long, our definition of toughness revolved around a belief that the toughest individuals are ones who have thick skin, fear nothing, constrain any emotional reaction, and hide all signs of vulnerability. In other words, they are callous.

Compounding our confusion, we’ve resorted to tying toughness to masculinity and an ethos of machismo. The mentality to never show weakness, grind it out, play through the pain. Our vocabulary is telling. We tell our sons and daughters to “man up” or, in much cruder terms that are heard on playing fields across the country, “stop being a pussy.” Or as the famous line from the movie A League of Their Own summarized expectations in sport, “There’s no crying in baseball!”

Masculinity is so ingrained in our concept of toughness that if you ask a sampling of individuals about who represents a tough individual, a particular image dominates. More The Rock or Vin Diesel than a small female of similar prowess; brute strength with a large dash of confidence and bravado is how we like our toughest individuals. But as we’ll come to see, those who display external signs of machismo are often the “weakest.” And women, who research consistently shows quietly handle pain better than their male counterparts, might have had the correct definition of toughness all along—one based on reality, not false confidence and bluster.

Our definition of toughness in the broader world is broken. We’ve confused it with callousness and machismo, of being manly and stoic. The old model of toughness is represented in the Bobby Knight school of coaching, authoritarian parents, and the callous model of leading. It’s the myth of an “inner warrior,” one built on the misguided notion that at the heart of being tough is a type of callous demandingness. It’s a remnant of a time when military-style drill sergeants—and coaches and parents who thought they were—dictated our view of the concept. Toughness has been hijacked. We’ve prioritized external displays over true inner strength. And there are consequences.

The Downfall of a Callous View of Toughness

On May 29, 2018, the University of Maryland football team had ten 110-yard sprints for their conditioning workout. By number seven, nineteen-year-old Jordan McNair began to show signs of profound fatigue. According to reports, McNair was bending over at the waist and experiencing cramps. This wasn’t ordinary fatigue of a player deciding that he could no longer go on. McNair’s body was protesting, at its limit, and screaming for help. Instead of pulling the player from practice, coaches and athletic trainers alike goaded him, yelling to “get him the [expletive] up” and “drag his [expletive] across the field.” By the final sprint, video footage shows McNair surrounded by teammates, aiding him through the run’s final yards at a near-walking pace. After McNair complained of cramps, it took trainers 34 minutes to have him taken off the field and another 28 minutes to call 911. One hour and 28 minutes elapsed between his final sprint and when the ambulance took McNair to the hospital. McNair died in the hospital two weeks later from heatstroke, thanks in part to a horrid medical response but also to an inability to separate the idea of pushing through the pain and actual danger.

Increasingly over the past decade, we’ve seen a rash of player deaths and injuries partially from a misguided belief in developing toughness. Rhabdomyolysis (or rhabdo for short) is a once-rare condition where damaged muscle products leak into the bloodstream, putting an unusual demand on the kidneys to process it all. In extreme cases, death can occur. A disease once primarily caused by infections or drug use has transformed into a somewhat common occurrence, thanks to a bevy of cases caused by extreme workouts. Endless push-ups, squats, burpees, and other exercises designed not to improve fitness, but to “test” their athletes. As professor of sports business at Ohio University B. David Ridpath described, the true notion of these workouts is not conditioning: “Taking a cue from a head coach with a desire to either toughen up the current players or weed out a few to open some scholarship slots, the strength coach often will ‘condition’ these players with a vengeance and a mandate to make them suffer.” While we may think we’ve come a long way in athletic performance, the extreme workout in the name of toughening up is alive and still causing harm.

While death may not occur in classrooms or homes from enacting an authoritarian approach to parenting or leading, research shows lasting psychological consequences. Authoritarian parenting leads to lower independence, more aggressive behavior, and a higher likelihood for substance abuse and risky behaviors. In sport, the controlling, demanding style also fails. On the athletic fields, it’s linked to lower grit and an increase in emotional exhaustion, burnout, and fear of failure.

Even in terms of discipline, the area that you would think a demanding style would be successful, it falls short. In one study of over 1,200 parents, authoritarian parenting was linked to a much higher rate of child misbehavior. It even fails in places where it seems a natural fit: the military. In the Israeli military, those who grew up in an authoritarian environment adapted to and coped with the challenges of military life much worse than their peers who grew up in a nurturing environment. The authoritarian style creates the appearance of discipline without actually fostering it.

Somewhat ironically, teaching, parenting, or coaching for this version of “toughness” creates fragile and dependent individuals. What does a child who was taught to follow the rules unquestioningly out of fear do when a parent isn’t there to dictate his behavior? What does an adult who was taught to rely on fear for motivation do when left to her own devices in the real world? What does a football player who learns to push himself only when a coach is screaming in his face do when it’s him alone on the field? The answer lies in how one young athlete responded when questioned about his experience with punishment in sport: “Coaches use exercise as punishment because they want you to become stronger. . . . It gets in your head and you start thinking, ‘I need to do better. I need to work harder because I don’t want to be punished.” This young man didn’t want to work harder because he wanted to get better, to win the game, or for some sort of internal reason. He wanted to avoid punishment. That’s the message we are sending.

Proclaiming the old-school model as the way to develop toughness is akin to declaring that the best way to teach swimming is to throw every kid into the deep end of the pool. For some, it would work, but for many, it would prove disastrous. There are better ways to ensure everyone learns the skills necessary to be truly tough.

Redefining Toughness

Here’s the problem: in trying to toughen through callousness, we’ve trained ourselves to respond to fear and power. The reason we push through discomfort is because we imagine someone is standing over us yelling, or that if we fail, we will face punishment. We’ve been conditioned to see the external as more important than the internal, and that putting on a facade of toughness (“I’m not afraid of anything!”) is more important than how we handle difficult times. Remove the fear, power, and control, and our “tough” individual is left without the necessary skills to navigate adversity. The old view of toughness gives him a hammer and expects him to bash his way through any problem. But truly being tough isn’t the same as being callous.

For far too long, we’ve confused toughness with something far more sinister. We’ve made the mistake of Bobby Knight and authoritarian parents: confusing the appearance of strength with possessing it, and confusing being callous with instilling discipline. And the truth is, it’s all fake.

Fake toughness is easy to identify. It’s Bobby Knight losing control and throwing tantrums in the name of “discipline.” It’s the appearance of power without substance behind it. It’s the idea that toughness is about fighting and ass-kicking. It’s the guy picking a fight at your local gym. The anonymous poster acting like a hard-ass on message boards. The bully at school. The executive who masks his insecurity by yelling at his subordinates. The strength coach who works her athletes so hard that they frequently get injured or sick. The person who hates the “other” because that’s a lot easier than facing their own pain and suffering. The parent who confuses demandingness for discipline. The coaches who mistake control for respect. And the vast majority of us who have mistaken external signs of strength for inner confidence and drive. We’ve fallen for a kind of fake toughness that is:


	control- and power-driven,

	developed through fear,

	fueled by insecurity, and

	based on appearance over substance.



Yet, we are in a new era, one in which the emerging science and psychology on overcoming challenges point to a radically different definition of toughness. Regardless of whether it’s on the sporting field, in the classroom, or in the boardroom, strength and resilience don’t come from blindly powering through adversity or pretending that punishing ourselves yields results. Instead, real toughness is experiencing discomfort or distress, leaning in, paying attention, and creating space to take thoughtful action. It’s maintaining a clear head to be able to make the appropriate decision. Toughness is navigating discomfort to make the best decision you can. And research shows that this model of toughness is more effective at getting results than the old one.

Real toughness is much harder than the fake kind. To understand what toughness is, we can look to another successful coach. One who allows his players to be who they are, celebrating “the way they see the world.” One who encourages meditation and yoga or shifts from a meeting to playing ring toss if players get heated. According to one star player, “He’s never negative, doesn’t scream. He finds a way to turn a mistake into a positive.”

Pete Carroll isn’t a saint; he’s a coach. After losing his job as an NFL head coach in the 1990s, Carroll stopped imitating what others did and followed his own path. It may sound like he’s an easygoing “player’s coach” who is “soft” on his team, but Carroll is one of only three coaches in history to win both an NCAA championship and a Super Bowl. He also believes in toughness.

Carroll wants players who come through when the game is on the line. But instead of relying solely on discipline, he believes toughness comes from somewhere much different: from an inner drive to keep them focused, from embracing challenges and bouncing back if things didn’t go their way, from perseverance and passion. Carroll doesn’t shy away from making his players do difficult things. He embraces it, with his “always compete” practices. But he recognizes it’s his job to give them the skills to handle adversity. “Teaching guys how to feel confident enough to believe in what they’ve been prepared to do and believing what they can do and they go out there and do it,” Carroll relayed to The Bleacher Report.

Carroll is trying to develop real toughness—a kind that replaces control with autonomy, appearance with substance, rigidly pushing forward with flexibility to adapt, motivation from fear with an inner drive, and insecurity with a quiet confidence. It’s time to move away from a model based on perceived strength, power, and whatever violent military metaphor of fighting we’d like to use. And lest you think Pete Carroll is merely an aberration, consider Don Shula, Bill Walsh, and Tony Dungy, among the most successful coaches in NFL history. In basketball, consider John Wooden, Dean Smith, Brad Stevens, or Mike D’Antoni, who in discussing his approach to player feedback told me, “We keep it positive here.” As Ken Reed, author of Ego vs. Soul in Sports, summarized, “For every Lombardi or Bobby Knight you give me, I can give you an equally successful—if not more successful—humanistic coach. . . . Despite the success of Wooden, Shula, Dungy, Stevens, and others, our society has conditioned us to think that autocratic coaches are better coaches; that they win more often. It’s a myth. But it’s a vicious cycle.”

Again, this isn’t just theory; it’s science-driven. In 2008, researchers out of Eastern Washington set out to explore the relationship between leadership style and the development of toughness. After conducting research on nearly two hundred basketball players and their coaches, they concluded, “The results of this study seem to suggest that the ‘keys’ to promoting mental toughness do not lie in this autocratic, authoritarian, or oppressive style. It appears to lie, paradoxically, with the coach’s ability to produce an environment, which emphasizes trust and inclusion, humility, and service.”

Real toughness is about providing the tool set to handle adversity. It’s teaching. Fake toughness creates fragility, responding out of fear, suppressing what we feel, and attempting to press onward no matter the situation or demands. Real toughness pushes us to work with our body and mind instead of against them. To face the reality of the situation and what we can do about it, to use feedback as information to guide us, to accept the emotions and thoughts that come into play, and to develop a flexible array of ways to respond to a challenge. Toughness is having the space to make the right choice under discomfort.

Whether discomfort comes in the form of anxiety, fear, pain, uncertainty, or fatigue, navigating through it is what toughness is all about. Not bulldozing or pushing through, but navigating. Sometimes that means going through, around, under, or waiting until it passes. When we frame toughness as a decision to act under discomfort, it allows us to see that toughness is far more than merely having grit or grinding through. We can actively change how we appraise, experience, and respond to discomfort. Each step along the way requires a different skill set and approach. It requires many tools, not just a hammer.

The truth is, this model of toughness, of navigating discomfort instead of bulldozing, isn’t new. The military, often seen as the epitome of demanding, macho, extreme toughness, has actually been perfecting this other model of resilience for decades. Like the parents who went all in on being demanding, but forgot how to be responsive, we took the drill sergeant but forgot the training and support.


TOUGHNESS MAXIM




Real toughness is experiencing discomfort or distress, leaning in, paying attention, and creating space to take thoughtful action. It’s navigating discomfort to make the best decision you can.






Searching for Real Toughness

There were seven men on the starting line. Six wore the blue and gold of University of California, Berkeley, and then there was me, the lone athlete donning the red and white of the University of Houston. We were lined up to compete in the Don Bowden Mile. In 1957, Bowden, a twenty-year-old Cal economics student at the time, became the first American to break the mythical four-minute-mile barrier. Fifty years later, the seven of us were chasing the same feat.

As the gun went off, I charged off the line, slotting myself into third place, positioning myself right behind the designated rabbits (pacesetters who would drop out halfway through the race). With such a small field, tactics were simple: Get near the front so I could lock my gaze onto the back of the runner ahead of me and turn my brain off. Then with a little over a lap left, I’d reengage, using my mental strength to get through the impending pain and fatigue.

For the first half of any race, the less thinking, the better. It’s wasted mental effort. No one wins the race in the first half of an endurance contest; they only lose it. Less thinking meant fewer thoughts about the impending pain or doubts over whether I could sustain the pace the whole way. We all have different ways to cope with the burning quads, the searing lungs, and the uncertainty of knowing whether we’ll have enough energy to finish. My strategy, honed over dozens of races, was to zone out and go for a ride until it was time for the real racing to begin. I was storing up my mental energy to combat the surge of discomfort that would rear its head over the final lap.

The first lap flew by in sixty seconds. “Right on pace” was the only thought that crossed my mind. The magic of a four-minute mile was that it required very little math—a nice bonus for the oxygen-deprived brain. Even simple math, like counting four laps, becomes surprisingly difficult under such strain. Four laps, all at or under sixty seconds, and the prize is yours. As we passed the halfway mark, a coach yelled from the infield, “1:59 . . . 2:00.” Everything was going according to plan. My mind was calm yet focused. It was almost time to come out of autopilot and see what was left in the tank. To see if I could nail the landing.

Every runner has his or her signature of fatigue, their tell sign in the game of poker we call a race. Some runners develop labored breathing as they gasp for much-needed oxygen. Others have a physical tell: a slight rising of the shoulders, a wildly flailing arm, or a straining face that becomes contorted with pain. Fatigue exposes us, cracking even the most stoic and hardened of racers. Every runner knows their tell, and if you race your competitors enough, you come to know theirs as well. A runner in front of you might start leaning slightly back, letting you know that they are losing control of their core. Or the arms might swing just a touch more vigorously, letting you know that their arms are taking over because their legs are failing them. Fatigue unmasks our breaking points.

In the hundreds of races I’d run up until then, my weak point was always in my legs. That’s where the familiar friend of fatigue would announce its presence. My breathing, on the other hand, was always reliable—rhythmic and just on the right side of under control—even as the rest of my body failed. Sometimes I’d use this to my advantage, saying a short word or two mid-race, hoping that my competitor might be fooled into thinking I was doing better than I actually was.

We were 900 meters into the 1,609-meter race when I got the first hint that something was wrong: a sensation in my neck, of tightening and straining, along with a strange breath, an almost high-pitched gasp as if I’d swallowed some water and it went down the wrong tube. My inner focus shattered; the mind I was trying to keep on autopilot jumped into action, as if an alarm had gone off in the cockpit. “What was that? What’s wrong? Why am I breathing hard? This is too soon. My legs feel fine. You’re done. You have almost half of the race still to run. It’s over.” My calm inner journey disintegrated.

I tried to combat the internal freak-out and flew through all of the tricks I’d honed over a decade of running: breaking the race into manageable pieces, ignoring the fatigue, pushing through it. I wasn’t new to this game. Freak-outs were part of racing. And for a moment, it worked. I put my head down, determined to grind my way through whatever it was I had just experienced. I was tough, after all. That’s how I made it this far, I thought. Toughness. The final pacesetter was about to drop out, and I was tucked right behind the top Cal runner. A lap and a half to glory: I could hold on.

Less than 100 meters later, my inner voice screamed, “I can’t breathe. What the hell!? I can’t breathe!” Every time I tried to get air in, I was greeted with a high-pitched gasp, as if my airway had something lodged in it. I pulled off to the inside of the track, coming to an abrupt halt and throwing my head back as if to open my airways. I collapsed onto my knees. After a few panic-stricken moments, it was as if someone had reached down my throat and removed the blockage. I remember thinking, “What in the hell was that?”

As a runner, I’d always prided myself on my “toughness.” In high school, I was notorious for throwing up after just about every race, for pushing to the point of exhaustion. As one of my college coaches, Theresa Fuqua, once told me, “You race with intensity. There’s never a question of whether the effort will be there or not; it’s just whether or not the body is going to produce what your mind wills it that day.” Within a matter of seconds, I’d transformed from being in control of my body and mind to losing it.*

For the next year, I’d search for an explanation for what occurred that day. After dozens of tests ranging from scopes down my throat to echocardiograms to a slew of treadmill and biking tests to exhaustion in some doctor’s office, I found a diagnosis. After I’d seen half a dozen specialists from across the country, it was an allergist with a keen eye for research and a knack for solving obscure problems that found the answer. Dr. Stephen Miles diagnosed it as paradoxical vocal cord dysfunction (VCD).

The vocal cords sit in the larynx in your throat and play a role in their namesake (i.e., making sounds) as well as in respiration. They open widely when you breathe in and partially close when you breathe out. They also have a third function, protection. They shut to protect the lower airways from any objects that may attempt to pass through. The opening or closing of the vocal cords is controlled almost entirely via reflex. No thinking involved, just open and shut, open and shut. With those who suffer from VCD, this process goes haywire. The flaps of the vocal cords malfunction, shutting when they are supposed to open—essentially blocking the airways on inhalation. The current theory is that the vocal cords become hyperresponsive, ready to shut at any moment, like a trigger-happy guard prepared to defend his post at the slightest hint of danger.

A reflex gone wrong. In severe cases like mine, this leads to the unpleasant sensation of not being able to breathe in. Panic, fear, and anxiety frequently accompany the physical symptoms. And as VCD sufferers experience the trauma of not being able to breathe, the fear only worsens.

So what causes the vocal cords to go haywire? How does such a deeply ingrained process cease to function in the way it does for billions of people daily? The American Thoracic Society cites “strong emotions” and stress as triggers that set the disorder in motion. Other researchers point toward a hyperresponsive larynx and a shift in the nervous system activity, a combination that primes the body to respond to a stressor (be it a psychological one or a physical irritant) by closing off the vocal cords. In my case, a normal “freak-out” moment in racing—that either we work through or causes us to slow down—ended up as a full-blown disaster.

For the next few years while trying to figure out what was going on, the activity that I grew up excelling at, the item that largely defined my sense of self-worth, transformed into something I feared. The path that I knew to succeed—pushing until I puked—backfired, exacerbating the issue. To continue to pursue a sport that I loved, I had to find a new tactic. I had to relax, to keep my breathing, neck, and mind steady and under control, all at the exact moment when discomfort and doubts were at their highest. In many ways, this book started the moment I collapsed. A search for what it means to be tough, for understanding how to control an inner world that often goes haywire. What follows is not only what allowed me to race again, but a process that I soon found could apply far beyond the oval track.

Running will serve as a central thread throughout the book. There are a few reasons for this. As you’re now aware, it’s an activity I’m intimately familiar with, having raced, coached, and studied. But more importantly, it’s a sport where you are alone, in your head, navigating immense levels of discomfort. Running and similar tests of endurance provide the perfect backdrop for studying toughness. If you aren’t an endurance athlete, don’t despair: we’ll reach far beyond sport, learning how the same principles can apply to everything from parenting to handling grief to managing and leading people—be they six or sixty years old. The lessons in this book come partially through experience—in working with elite athletes across the professional sports, as well as executives and entrepreneurs in the workplace—and partially through the latest science spanning the fields of cognitive psychology, neuroscience, and physiology. While sports may provide many examples, these lessons apply far beyond the playing field.

What I’ve learned on this journey is simple: We have a fundamental misunderstanding of what toughness is. Being tough isn’t some special attribute reserved for the talented. It’s attainable to all. Most of us are just walking around with the wrong framework. Stuck in the old-school mindset described throughout this chapter. Yet, we have so many examples of regular, everyday individuals who have immense inner strength. Many of whom you’ll meet in this book. Individuals who resist putting on the facade of perfectionism and strength and show us the nuance and complexity of being a human with compassion, grit, and grace. As podcaster Rich Roll told me in summarizing the hundreds of interviews he’s conducted, “Everybody goes through shit in their life. Nobody escapes obstacles.” If we’re going to face obstacles, we might as well figure out the best way to navigate them.

Real toughness isn’t just about helping you deal with pain or perform better; it’s about making you a healthier, happier human being. By adopting the principles of real toughness, you’ll learn how to prepare for, communicate with, respond to, and ultimately transcend discomfort. It’ll help you navigate arguments, handle your emotions, and wrestle back control of your life when you are on the brink of burnout.

In the chapters that follow, I’m going to take you through the four pillars of real toughness so that you have the tool kit to navigate whatever obstacle you face.


	PILLAR 1: Ditch the Facade, Embrace Reality

	PILLAR 2: Listen to Your Body

	PILLAR 3: Respond Instead of React

	PILLAR 4: Transcend Discomfort



But first, let’s explore where we went off track. Why do so many of us carry around the same model of toughness that Bobby Knight and authoritarian parents hold on to? In order to move forward, we need to understand why our foundation of toughness is built on a facade.




Chapter 2

Sink or Swim: How We Took the Wrong Lesson from the Military

In 1954, Texas A&M was far from the cash-rich and athletic-hungry university that it’s known as today. It was the “cow college,” a men’s-only school stuck in the past. As one student remarked of the time, “The campus looked a little bit like a penitentiary.” So when football coach Paul “Bear” Bryant picked up and left the University of Kentucky for Texas A&M, not only was it a surprise, but it provided hope for the university’s fledgling football team. When Bryant stepped foot on the A&M campus, he knew he needed to make a change, and it was going to start with preseason camp.

In the summer of 1954, Bryant and his team of nearly one hundred players set out for the small Texas town of Junction, situated 140 miles west of Austin, or more precisely, in the middle of nowhere. The team was excitedly awaiting camp. As senior quarterback Elwood Kettler recalled, “There was supposed to be swimming, nice green grass. I was looking forward to it. . . . I thought it was going to be like a vacation.” Bryant had other ideas. He was determined to harden his team, to “separate the quitters from the keepers,” and to send the message that change was brewing in College Station. Junction provided the perfect backdrop.

“The facilities were so sorry, that just looking at the place would discourage you,” Bryant later wrote. And the fields they practiced on weren’t much better. “It wasn’t a football field, it wasn’t any kind of field,” Dennis Goehring recalled years later. A blistering heat wave and one of the worst recorded droughts in the Texas Hill Country wreaked havoc on the small town. Practice was brutal, as Mickey Herskowitz reported for the Houston Post: “They had a full-scale scrimmage, the very first thing, and guys were throwing up all over the place.”

As camp wore on, player attrition mounted. The newspapers of the day even kept a tally. “Sixth Player Quits Team at Texas A&M,” read the headline in the Washington Post. Rob Roy Spiller, the bus depot attendant at the time, recalled players desperate to escape the training camp from hell. As the boys approached the depot, Spiller asked, “Where would y’all like to go this morning?” The typical reply, “We don’t care. First bus out.” By the end of the ten-day camp, by most accounts, between twenty-seven and thirty-five players remained. Nearly seventy players had quit. Gene Stallings bluntly summarized the attrition in Jim Dent’s classic book on the subject, The Junction Boys: “We went out there in two buses and came back in one.”

Bryant would go on to achieve legendary status in college football at the University of Alabama, winning six national championships and becoming one of the most revered coaches in history. Before he left for Alabama, Bryant did just what he said he would. He turned Texas A&M into a national title contender, going 9–0 in 1956. The Junction Boys camp was a central component to that success. It transformed the culture of a downtrodden team, developing a core nucleus of players who would overcome any obstacle. As Bob Easley, a fullback on the 1954 team, put it, “You go through ten days of hell, and you go in as a boy and you come out a man.” Survive, and you thrive.

The story of the Junction Boys has become a symbol for coaches and players everywhere. While harsh, the training camp was a rousing success. If you want to get the best out of a team, weed out the weak players and harden the remaining ones. Toughening up individuals was the secret to success. It’s a story that’s been memorialized in a bestselling book and an ESPN movie. It’s a story that we’ve held on to as the blueprint for creating toughness.

But that Junction Boys team, the thirty-odd players who lasted, how did they fare that season? Their first game was a 9–41 drubbing from Texas Tech. The rest of the season didn’t get much better. One win, nine losses. Popular lore often overlooks their abysmal results that season and points to A&M’s success two years later, when they finished 9–0 in 1956. The Junction Boys camp has gone down in history as the focal point of the turnaround. But like most things, it’s easier to assign attribution after the fact than to know the true cause. Only eight players who survived the camp from hell played on the winning Texas A&M team two years later.

John David Crow, a future Heisman Trophy winner, would serve as the backbone of the undefeated team, leading the team in touchdowns and yards. Crow was part of the Junction Boys team, but as a true freshman, he wasn’t allowed to travel with the group to camp. The star quarterback for that same undefeated team? Jim Wright, another freshman who didn’t go to Junction. Their All-American tackle, Charlie Krueger? Same story. He stayed at home. Years later, Ed Dudley, a member of the A&M team during the Bryant years, summed it up: “Our freshman [in 1954] won the conference [in 1956].”

The eight players who survived Junction played a large role, but so did another change at A&M. They landed blue-chip prospects. Through a combination of Bryant’s skill and the help of bending and breaking recruiting rules, A&M got better talent to complement their core players. In his autobiography, Bryant explained, “That first year was brutal. We could hardly get anybody to come to A&M, and I know some of our alumni went out and paid a few boys.” Better talent meant better results, regardless of how that talent was acquired.

While tactics like those employed by Bryant have entered the sporting lore as a way to develop toughness, they were anything but. The camp wasn’t about creating tough players. It was about sorting, “separating the wheat from the chaff.” And even that seemed to fail. Top recruits, future NFL players, and even a future war hero quit after Bryant’s antics. The quitters included All-Southwest Conference players Fred Broussard, who would go on to play in the NFL, and Joe Boring, who switched to baseball and led the Aggies to a conference title.

It’s tempting to paint the picture that those who survived did so because they were tougher, but that’s too simplistic of a narrative. Foster “Tooter” Teague was one of the athletes who the papers of the day reported leaving camp due to injury. Teague became a TOPGUN fighter for the Navy, flying the F-8 and F-4 fighters during Vietnam. His résumé is littered with superlatives, including earning a Silver Star, commanding the aircraft carrier USS Kitty Hawk, and being selected as a pilot for a top-secret program to test out a Soviet MiG fighter. Gifted players like Teague, Broussard, and Boring didn’t leave camp because they weren’t able to handle it. Whether because of injury or priorities, mindless suffering in the dry heat lost its appeal. That’s no more an indicator of their internal fortitude than an employee working long hours for minimum wage resigning to find a better opportunity.

And the players who lasted? They didn’t do so out of some innate strength or resolve. Many did so because they had no other choice. Jack Pardee echoed a familiar refrain for those who made it through camp: “I never thought about quitting. . . . If I did, where would I go?” Running back Bobby Drake Keith summed it up best: “A lot has been made about the ones who stuck it out being stronger or whatever. But I think most of us survived because football was important to us for whatever reason, and it was in our nature to do whatever we had to do to stay on the team and stay in school. Our instinct was survival.”

Success is complex. I’m not proclaiming that Bryant wasn’t a great coach or teacher in many regards. But when it comes to developing toughness, we have to ask whether the Junction camp was successful or not. It accomplished precisely what Bryant wanted at the time: eliminating players after a coaching regime change. But did it develop toughness? The immediate performance gains, or lack thereof, suggest otherwise. And if it did work, then it did so for one-third of his team at best. It fundamentally failed the other two-thirds. Throw eggs at the wall. See which ones don’t break.

We need to outgrow this old model. Even Bryant did. At a twenty-five-year reunion of the camp survivors, Bryant apologized to his former players, acknowledging that he had mistreated them. In his later years, he remarked that “if it had been me, I’d have quit a dozen times, but they never quit. I didn’t know if I was doing it right or not, but it was the only way I knew how to do it.”

Bryant’s equating of handling extreme conditions with success has stuck around. Bryant and the story of the Junction Boys formed the basis of our model of toughness, setting the standard for how a generation defined it. It is, arguably, the origin story for this narrative: a Darwinian survival-of-the-fittest trope that is taking place in homes and on athletic fields across the country. Siphon off the weak; let the strong remain. Those who survive will thrive. Those who don’t make the cut, well, they could find something easier to do. No water, go until you puke, harden players, develop thick skin. A sort of Machiavellian “the end justifies the means” concept.

How We Got the Toughness Story Wrong

Before Bryant was a football coach, he served in the Navy during World War II. The similarities between our common conception of military-style training and the Junction Boys style of toughness is striking. But it’s also wrong. The great irony is that the military doesn’t use boot camps and similar exercises to develop toughness. In actuality, the military is at the forefront in developing real toughness, just not in the way that most of us imagine. We just took the wrong lessons.

The Navy SEALs’ “Hell Week” wasn’t designed as a method to toughen up and develop soldiers; its goal was to separate those who could survive the rigor of war—to see who could handle the stress they were about to face; to see if, when in the foxhole, they could do their job. In sports, we took it as a means of development, and unfortunately, we made the same mistake off the playing field. We mistook the sorting portion of the military as development and looked right past how the military actually develops soldiers to survive extreme adversity. The old model of toughness, in essence, throws people into the deep end of the pool but forgets that we need to first teach people how to swim.

When we face extreme stress, we sometimes fall into a strange state, where our perceptions shift, memory fades, and we’re incapable of acting. In this case, we’re not talking about the stress of giving a presentation, but a more harrowing kind of stress. Think soldiers in the midst of battle, emergency workers experiencing catastrophe, or the trauma of physical abuse. Psychologists refer to this experience as dissociation.

Dissociation is the feeling of being detached, as if your mind has hit the eject button to get you through the experience. It can be separated into three categories: amnesia, depersonalization (feeling detached from self), and derealization (detaching from your surroundings). Our perceptions change; we forget, zone out, and feel incapable of action. It’s an extreme involuntary coping strategy, a last-ditch effort for survival. And when you are in a life-or-death scenario, where the well-being of both yourself and those around you depends on you performing specific tasks, dissociation isn’t the state you want to be in. Yet, that’s the exact

















	appraised stress as a challenge instead of a threat, thanks in large part to a better assessment of what they encountered;

	utilized a diverse array of methods to cope with stress, demonstrating a high degree of cognitive flexibility;

	processed internal signals better, without reacting to them; and

	didn’t react to negative stimuli but instead were able to change their physiological state.
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“In Do Hard Things, Steve Magness beautifully and persuasively reimagines our understanding of toughness. This is a must read for parents and coaches and anyone else looking to prepare for life’s biggest challenges.”

—Malcolm Gladwell, New York Times bestselling author of Outliers and Talking to Strangers and host of the Revisionist History podcast

“Steve delivers a critical message for our current age of posing and performance: real toughness is not about callous bravado, but instead about the ability to navigate difficulty with grace and an unwavering focus on what matters.”

—Cal Newport, New York Times bestselling author of Deep Work and Digital Minimalism

“A thoughtful examination of what it really means to have the right stuff.”

—Adam Grant, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Think Again and host of the TED podcast WorkLife

“Steve Magness is one of the giants of modern thinking about high performance across domains, blending a broad knowledge of cutting-edge psychology with hard-earned practical experience from the world-class athletes and other experts he coaches. In his new book, he takes on an age-old question—who triumphs, and why, when the going gets tough?—and reveals that many of our cherished instincts and assumptions are wrong. A crucial read for anyone who cares about delivering their best when the stakes are highest.”

—Alex Hutchinson, New York Times bestselling author of Endure

“We celebrate stories of coaches and leaders who practice the ‘weed-out’ school of toughness, but research shows that is precisely the wrong way to cultivate fortitude. It is past time to bring the stories in line with the science, and that’s what Steve Magness does in Do Hard Things.”

—David Epstein, New York Times bestselling author of Range and The Sports Gene

“In Do Hard Things, Steve Magness dismantles the widely endorsed but damaging suggestion that toughness is about bulldozing your way through difficult situations. Magness’s version of toughness—‘real toughness’—is more nuanced, forgiving, flexible, and learnable. Real toughness means processing stressors thoughtfully, deliberately, and with vulnerability, rather than superficially and rigidly. Do Hard Things changed how I think about stoicism and strength, both on the sports field and more broadly, and I can’t recommend it highly enough.”

—Adam Alter, professor of marketing and psychology at New York University’s Stern School of Business and New York Times bestselling author of Irresistible and Drunk Tank Pink

“Do Hard Things will change your mind about what it means to be tough. Steve Magness makes a beautiful and compelling case for the value of inner strength over outer strength and humility over bluster. A must read!”

—Annie Duke, author of Thinking in Bets

“Steve Magness possesses an incredible range of wisdom and knowledge about the science, psychology, and practical sides of sport performance. Do Hard Things is a master class in how to develop resilience, persistence, and confidence under pressure.”

—Christie Aschwanden, New York Times bestselling author of Good to Go

“A must-read book on a timely and timeless topic, written by the perfect person to explore what it actually means to be tough. Steve’s been thinking about these issues for years, and this book presents a fascinating and, more importantly, extremely helpful new perspective on toughness and how to build it.”

—Brad Stulberg, bestselling author of The Practice of Groundedness

“Steve Magness has established himself as a leading voice in performance optimization and achieving one’s personal bestness—arete, as the Greeks say. In Do Hard Things, Magness questions long-standing beliefs that toughness is developed through hubris and infallibility. What he reveals is both hopeful and reassuring. Do Hard Things is essential reading for anyone looking to cultivate inner strength in a genuine and authentic way.”

—Dean Karnazes, ultramarathoner and New York Times bestselling author

“Do Hard Things is an incredibly deep and completely new approach that examines why and how people overcome the toughest situations. Explaining different stories in a very entertaining lecture for the readers, Steve Magness, one of the most recognized authors and thinkers in sports science, gives us a master class on how to develop resilience and skills to perform at our best in difficult situations.”

—Kilian Jornet, author of Above the Clouds
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