
[image: Cover: The Forever Strong™ PLAYBOOK: A Six-Week, Science-Based Plan to Sharpen Your Mind, Strengthen Your Body, and Get Healthy at Any Age, by Dr. Gabrielle Lyon. 60 Recipes + Illustrated Workouts Inside. New York Times Bestselling Author of Forever Strong™.]



[image: Dr. Gabrielle Lyon, in athletic wear stands confidently next to a kettlebell in a studio setting.]




[image: The Forever Strong™ PLAYBOOK: A Six-Week, Science-Based Plan to Sharpen Your Mind, Strengthen Your Body, and Get Healthy at Any Age, by Dr. Gabrielle Lyon. Atria Books. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]




[image: Dr. Gabrielle Lyon, in a white suit poses confidently in front of a geometric black-and-white backdrop.]





The FOREVER STRONG Ethos

Aging is inevitable.
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Muscle is the organ of longevity.
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Strength is not a luxury but a responsibility.

[image: ]

Through discipline, clear intention, and a collective path of growth, we choose to build bodies and minds that thrive under pressure.

[image: ]

We train not just for performance—but for life.
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We don’t shrink from adversity; we are sharpened by it.
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We lead with clarity and act with integrity.
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Strength is our choice and our standard.
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Resilience is our language.
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Contribution is our calling.
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We are FOREVER STRONG.





INTRODUCTION

WHY AN ETHOS? There is an old saying that if you don’t know what you stand for, you’ll fall for anything. Throughout my work helping individuals transform their lives, I’ve seen that people rarely act on information alone. Instead, people make changes based on their values and sense of identity. I developed the FOREVER STRONG Ethos to establish a unified approach to life and health so you can draw upon the mutual support that comes from aligning around a shared mission. In essence, this ethos lays the foundation for our work together, over the next six weeks and beyond. Think of the FOREVER STRONG Ethos as providing guardrails for your life to help keep you laser-focused on achieving the muscle-centric lifestyle that will foster health and longevity.

I have spent a lifetime learning, studying, caring for patients, and developing pragmatic strategies for applying science-driven principles to daily life. Helping people achieve the physical and mental freedom they desire has been my calling, and being of meaningful service has been my greatest privilege. I have watched people suffer and flourish through the human condition, which is beautiful yet full of challenges. I have seen how dramatically the daily choices we make can affect our health outcomes. My goal is to leverage all that I’ve learned to help inform the decisions you make, recognizing how powerfully short-term choices impact long-term realities. The protocols I share in this PLAYBOOK will guide you through a six-week program that combines science, experience, and invitations to change.

Most of us have grown up influenced by a society overly obsessed with looking healthy at the expense of being healthy. I’m guessing you’ve had some experience with this, too. Positive health changes veer off track when, hooked by external drivers, we lose sight of our bodies as the beautiful mechanisms through which we can actively pursue a full, meaningful life. Prioritizing mental clarity, functional movement rooted in strength and power, food as fuel, and recovery as an integral element of training helps us avoid the dysfunction that comes from blindly following whatever new wellness trend pops up.

From ages seventeen to forty, I struggled through my own misguided health attempts clouded by superficial concerns. That’s a lot of bad reps and mistakes… and then, finally, wins. The evidence-based principles I’ve developed through hard-earned experiences are what I want to share with you. I’m determined to help make sure the reps that you put in count from the get-go.

Despite living in the most information-rich era in history, so many of us are more confused and less healthy than ever before. Workout apps are everywhere. Gyms stay open 24/7. New diets trend weekly. Yet access doesn’t equal action. Three out of four American adults don’t hit the bare minimum of physical activity: 150 minutes of moderate cardio and two sessions of resistance training per week.1 When it comes to health, what explains the disconnect between information and action? Values and identity aren’t the only variables that drive action or inaction. We also struggle with information overload.

I am deeply concerned that information access has outpaced our ability to focus and discern real value. Too often facts get lost in the noise of the crowded wellness space, leaving people questioning:


	What health outcomes do I need to plan for/prevent now?

	What, when, and how should I eat?

	What kind of physical training will support my independence and agency for years to come?

	How can I vet all the conflicting messages about wellness to make sound decisions that will maintain and improve my health?



With so much misinformation and outdated dogma, it is difficult to act from a clear, scientific perspective. Too often choices get made from a confused place that creates a heavy cognitive load, leading individuals to put in overtime on the hamster wheel of trying and failing that ultimately becomes exhausting. Evidence of the mistakes we have made, and keep making, are visible everywhere. Roughly 70 percent of Americans struggle with obesity or being overweight, along with all the complications those conditions cause for muscle health. Sadly, this reality has become normalized.

Let me be clear:


	Sedentary living is a disease state.

	Overeating simple carbs such as sugar or refined grains drives metabolic dysfunction.

	Ignoring these facts does not make them any less true.




WE MAY HAVE LOST OUR WAY, BUT THERE IS A ROAD BACK.
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THIS PLAYBOOK IS YOUR INVITATION TO RECLAIM YOUR STRENGTH.



If you’re looking for an evidence-based path that leads not just to temporary changes but lasting transformation, you’ve come to the right place. This PLAYBOOK is for everyone who is ready to stop chasing temporary fixes and start building real mental, physical, and metabolic strength.

Muscle-centric health is the overarching objective for every element of the programming you’re about to receive. The coming pages present a new, consolidated approach to teach you how to take action to protect your MuscleSpan™, which is the length of time you keep the healthy skeletal muscle that can grant you independence and agency for years to come.

To bring you the benefit of the most up-to-date wellness research with the understanding of health as a dynamic, living field, I’ve also teamed up with specialists from a diversity of disciplines. These experts share my mission to help you integrate the principles of Muscle-Centric Medicine into your every day.

Building internal and external strength requires clear intentions that lead to taking the right actions. These intentions act like a compass, helping you identify your objectives, which, in turn, inform tactics deployed. This approach provides good practice with being the disruptor you may be called upon to become. Your willingness to let people think you’re a little unusual will grant you the freedom to forge the life that’s best for you. Trust me, I’ve received a fair amount of side-eye—for banging out sessions of quick exercise snacks at the hospital on twenty-four-hour call shifts or bringing my own protein-focused foods to avoid the standard junk provided at work, for example. In a society where individuals dedicated to thinking, eating, moving, and recovering for their health constitute a minority, you can take pride whenever keeping your commitments over the course of this six-week experience make you stand out.

For years, I’ve treated long-suffering patients who come to me frustrated and resentful about who, and how, they could have been if only they had known better. There was a time when I lacked the knowledge to properly guide them. But today, the book you have in your hands brings together components of all my training, research, and clinical experience. It provides a way for me to pay back all those I was unable to help, to be of service to those who need or want help now, and to pay forward the knowledge I’ve accumulated and share in an effort to change the health perspectives of generations to come.


It’s Time for a Muscle Mandate

Since the launch of my first book, Forever Strong: A New, Science-Based Strategy for Aging Well, readers have been hungry for even more practical ways to embody a FOREVER STRONG life. This PLAYBOOK delivers a comprehensive guide to building and maintaining healthy muscle and healthy mind habits for a longer, stronger life, including more protein-forward nutritional guidance and recipes as well as protocols for muscle-centric movement, developing mental and physical stamina, and adaptation practices that promote both mind and whole-body health. Mainstream nutrition and fitness approaches focus on quick fixes and surface-level changes while ignoring the fundamental systems that govern how our bodies actually work, adapt, and thrive. These six-week FOREVER STRONG protocols will equip you with tools to address the area/s of your well-being that most need improvement. Together we will shed the past and embrace a future built on science, knowledge, and heart.

Challenge will find each of us, guaranteed. And when it does, we’ll be faced with a choice: rise to meet it or shrink beneath its weight. We don’t often get to control what life throws our way—but we can choose how we prepare for inevitable setbacks. Strength is built in the fire—but it is refined in the quiet moments before and after the unpredictable hits. By training your mind and body during the calm times, you build the resilience to thrive under pressure. Physical and mental strength are deeply connected. At the center of that connection is muscle—your most powerful, yet underestimated organ, which has an elegance and sophistication. For too long, the conversation around skeletal muscle has been limited to mobility, performance, and aesthetics, but muscle is a metabolic powerhouse, a cornerstone of disease prevention, and a key to maintaining autonomy as you age.



Muscle-Centric Longevity


The Organ You Build to Protect Everything Else

Today’s health dysfunction results in large part because we have overlooked skeletal muscle’s central role in both health and disease. Muscle is the underappreciated champion in your health story. As I detailed in my first book, Forever Strong, skeletal muscle is an intelligent, responsive organ system that influences thousands of genes related to whole-body health.

As a metabolic powerhouse, skeletal muscle:


	Regulates blood sugar through disposing of the glucose in your bloodstream2

	Maintains insulin sensitivity3

	Enables the body to efficiently shift between burning carbohydrates and fat depending on energy demands4

	Produces myokines that signal cells in distant and immediate organs to regenerate and repair tissues, influence immune function, and improve brain health5



As a structural foundation, skeletal muscle:


	Produces force, power, and strength to enable functional mobility essential for daily activity6

	Provides an amino acid reserve for tissue repair during illness or injury7

	Prevents against falls8

	Protects vital organs and soft tissue

	Supports joint health and stability and enhances bone density9



As an engine for self-mastery, skeletal muscle:


	Is a tool for emotional regulation. Through directing your muscles to move, you can change your emotional state by:

	Walking to ease anxiety

	Lifting weights to remind yourself of your power

	Using high-intensity training to fire up your energy or assertiveness




	Drives the training and movement that build and support your identity

	Can be used through physical activity as a tool to improve mental clarity and brain function10



When we neglect this critical skeletal muscle system, we find ourselves feeling fatigued, struggling with excess fat, losing strength, facing increasing health challenges, and failing to achieve lasting body composition transformation. Developing sufficient healthy muscle mass doesn’t happen by chance; it requires intention and dedicated effort. Progressive stimulus is necessary for growth. Without continually challenging yourself to improve, you will grow weaker and more physically dysfunctional over time. To make matters worse, chronic sleep deprivation sabotages daily performance and recovery, creating a vicious cycle.


WHY ARE WE IN THIS MESS?

Because, for decades, we’ve been conditioned to:


	View muscle as vanity rather than a sophisticated, responsive organ system

	See stress as something to be avoided instead of a driver of mastery

	Count calories instead of prioritizing protein and high-quality foods

	See strength training as a performance marker not a wellness imperative

	Treat recovery as a luxury instead of a biological necessity

	Ignore the influence of circadian rhythms and both helpful and harmful light exposure





Your thoughts and beliefs surrounding what it means to embody strength will, in large part, determine the quality of how you live in your body. The choices you make to protect or neglect your physiology will affect everyone around you, for generations to come. When you care for your own body, you reduce the burden on others—and can even inspire them to follow your lead. Do you see now why there’s nothing selfish about prioritizing your own health?



MUSCLE-CENTRIC HEALTH ISN’T COMPLICATED—BUT IT MUST BE STRATEGIC

The PLAYBOOK’s six-week protocols function as a launching point for restructuring your life. Forget perfect workouts or quick fixes. Real refinement is rooted in a clear, science-backed approach built on four essential pillars that work together to optimize your body and mind:


	How to Think: Learn how mindset, stress, and habits shape your physical health and how to rewire your brain for lasting change.

	How to Eat: Discover how to fuel your body with strategic nutrition that supports muscle, energy, and metabolic health.

	How to Move: Build a training plan that fits your life while improving your strength and muscle health through smart, efficient workouts.

	How to Recover: From sleep to light exposure, master the tools of active recovery to repair, restore, and grow stronger.



Every choice you make informs how you show up in the future. To answer the greater call of your life, I encourage you to choose the slightly harder path that will afford future you with a road made easier by your being strong, fit, and powerful. This is your moment to replace excuses with action—to stop chasing quick fixes and start embodying the strength, health, and resilience you’ve always been capable of achieving. Know that I will be right there beside you, believing in you. Walk with me for these next six weeks and let’s meet the future together.


IT’S SIMPLE, REALLY.
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TO STAY WEAK MEANS GAMBLING WITH LOST INDEPENDENCE AND AN EARLY DEATH.
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TO LIVE WELL AND LIVE LONG, GET STRONG.
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PART ONE How to Think

MASTERING YOUR MINDSET is just as important as nailing down the right health habits. Before we jump into discussing how to eat, move, or recover, you must first take charge of how to think about your health and well-being. Your mind is the command center—your most powerful ally in the quest for the life you desire. Every action, reaction, and routine begins here.

Many people who start and then abandon diets or work out only haphazardly, on the rare occasions when they “have time,” are struggling because they haven’t yet learned the critical role of mindset in making lasting change. If you’re unsure of what you’re hoping to achieve health-wise, then no strategy, no matter how evidence-based, will stick. The first step is to identify scattered, undisciplined, or misaligned thinking. Thoughts shape behavior. Behavior shapes outcomes. Your mind must align with your mission, so your actions can reinforce it with discipline.

Shifting your mental constructs requires a change in how you interpret your life and its challenges. Traditional education teaches us lots of facts and skills, but too often we fail to learn enough about ourselves. My husband’s Navy SEAL training taught him that often the most challenging step is taking a hard look in the mirror and having an honest conversation with yourself. We make excuses for ourselves, blaming others or our circumstances. Future-proofing your mind and body depends on truthful acknowledgment of what obstacles stand in the way of taking decisive action and then seizing the agency you have over your life. This first step in this journey is hard, but simple. Look clearly at yourself and your situation. Whatever you see, don’t take it personally. Stay objective. Create an action plan and give yourself some grace. Recognize that, just like everyone around you, you’re doing the best you can.

When it comes to building real, lasting health and fitness, there is no one perfect meal plan, no flawless workout, and no magic fix. While there are lots of avenues on the way forward, there is one wrong way to go about this: Do nothing. Health and strength (both mental and physical) walk hand in hand with their constant companion: consistency, the engine of change. Consistency is mandatory. What fuels it is a deep-seated, personal why. Your why is the emotional driver, the fire within that you can call upon during your coldest, darkest moments. People rarely act on information alone; almost always, they act on emotion. This lifeline, which lives in your heart, powers you forward, supporting your efforts. Your intention, which lives in your brain, is the mental commitment you make to take action that aligns with your why. And deliberate action describes the choices you make as you take agency and direct your will.


SUCCESS REQUIRES THAT YOU GET EXCEPTIONALLY CLEAR ON YOUR WHY. THIS CLARITY FUELS YOUR ABILITY TO CHOOSE DELIBERATE ACTIONS THAT WILL DELIVER POWERFUL RESULTS IN ALIGNMENT WITH THE FUTURE IDENTITY YOU ENVISION.






FIND YOUR WHY

It’s time to get super clear about your inner drivers. Expect that there will be times when you get discouraged, second-guess yourself, or want to quit. The intimate connection you create with your inner drivers will help you when you falter. To get through inevitable moments of doubt and frustration, fall back on your why. Once you’ve determined that, you can set the standards to which you will hold yourself. More than just goals, these standards can become so integrated into your life and identity that they run on automatic pilot, without hesitation. When your actions align with your values, consistency operates by instinct.

Take a few minutes to answer these questions:


1. What motivated you to pick up this book? What is your deeper reason for working to protect your health and longevity? This is your why. Maybe your motivation is to stay strong and capable for your family or your children. Maybe you’re committed to making a lasting contribution to your community or the world. Whatever drives you, write it here:

2. As you begin, assess how you feel at this moment. Put words to it.

3. Now, answer this question: What will your future life look like if you don’t put in the effort necessary to build strength and longevity?

4. What weaknesses do you expect to show up and get in your way?

5. What strategies (mental or physical) have you used in the past to keep up momentum when it feels difficult to take the steps necessary to meet the standards you’ve set for yourself?

6. What challenges are you willing to endure because the outcome matters deeply? In other words, what are you willing to struggle to achieve?

7. Who are you when you’re at your best?




WRITE YOUR MISSION STATEMENT

Use your answers from the questions above to help you write a mission statement that spells out the life you’re committed to creating for yourself through this PLAYBOOK.







CLIMB THE RIGHT LADDER


The Power of Discernment

You’ve probably seen it, or maybe you’ve even lived it. The same faces, day in and day out, showing up at the gym, faithfully climbing onto the same cardio machine, grinding through the same routine. They’re disciplined. They’re determined. But they’re stuck. Despite putting in significant effort, they never seem to get the results they seek.

I see this often in my practice: patients who are committed, consistent, and frustrated. They’re doing what they were told was “healthy,” but their bodies aren’t changing, their energy isn’t improving, and they’re not moving the needle. The problem is not a lack of willpower—it’s a lack of strategy. That’s where Muscle-Centric Medicine changes everything.


MY QUESTION TO YOU IS:
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ARE YOU SURE YOU’RE CLIMBING THE RIGHT LADDER?
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BECAUSE…
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WHAT’S THE POINT OF CLIMBING A LADDER

THAT’S LEADING YOU TO THE WRONG PLACE?



You may be here for the nutrition protocols, training frameworks, or recovery strategies. And yes, I’ll give you those. But no plan can succeed without the right action, and the right action begins with discernment. Using discernment is like tuning in to your inner compass. It’s the ability to pause, assess, and make wise choices in real time about what matters most, allowing you to respond with intention rather than react on autopilot.

This process starts with surveying both your internal and external landscape—your mindset, your environment, your objectives—with clarity and intention. Engaging with these in a disciplined manner creates an opportunity to open to the power within yourself, where freedom resides. In other words, before we can reliably follow through with the right actions, we need to first develop the ability to thoughtfully assess our situation and make wise choices about exactly what those actions should be.

Let me be clear: I’ve climbed the wrong ladders too. I’ve chased diets I thought were healthy, without asking whether they supported my physiology. I’ve spent countless hours in the gym believing that more effort equaled better results while ignoring what my body truly needed—recovery, nourishment, space to adapt. I know what it feels like to burn out on good intentions. I’ve confused exhaustion with effectiveness. I dismissed the need for rest as weakness. My flawed understanding led me to treat the need for recovery as fragility to overcome. Eventually, decades spent in school, conducting research, and practicing medicine showed me that supporting muscle health for longevity requires harmonized efforts in thought, nutrition, training, and recovery.

Now it’s my honor to have the opportunity to walk with you through this process, providing the tools you’ll need every step of the way. You won’t need all the tools; you just need the right ones, so find those that resonate with you.


THE FREEDOM THAT COMES FROM PHYSICAL STRENGTH, METABOLIC HEALTH, AND A RESILIENT MIND DOESN’T HAPPEN BY ACCIDENT.
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FREEDOM IS BUILT THROUGH DISCIPLINED CHOICES, EARNED THROUGH CLARITY, BEGINS WITH RIGHT THOUGHT, AND ENDS IN RIGHT ACTION.



[image: A pyramid diagram illustrates four hierarchical levels: discernment, right thought and action, discipline, and freedom.]


CULTIVATE DISCERNMENT: AUTOPILOT’S ANTIDOTE

Discernment lies at the root of true strength and power—not just physical might, but also the cognitive clarity to see through illusion, resist distraction, and choose action that aligns with intention. Each of us has thousands of thoughts per day, many of which are useless and demotivating. Just because a thought is “ours” does not make it any more valuable. In a world of constant distractions, discernment becomes even more critical. The human brain evolved to conserve energy, so it often defaults to assumptions and familiar patterns. In some ways this wiring is protective, but it can also be problematic. In a world engineered for passivity, discernment is an act of resistance. It’s what keeps you on track and dialed in. It’s what allows you to interrupt the script and ask, Is this thought aligned with the person I am or I am becoming?



PRACTICE DISCERNMENT

It’s often said that the biggest challenge we face in diseases today is sedentary behavior. I’ve come to realize that what’s even more dangerous is today’s epidemic of dysfunctional focus. Discernment is the antidote.

Cultivating discernment requires practice. That’s why I asked my dear friend Elena Brower, an author, teacher, and respected figure in the global meditation and yoga space, for a guided meditation that you can return to again and again as you learn to hone your attention to focus on what matters most. (See following page.)

Maybe you’ve noticed that anytime you try to quiet your mind, you get caught up in a story, whether it’s rehashing the past, projecting into the future, or subjecting yourself, perhaps, to less-than-constructive criticisms or judgments. Remember, that’s just your brain doing its job: making thoughts. With practice you can learn to limit the narratives and keep returning, again and again, to a point of focus. The difference between judgment and discernment is that discernment is the ability to perceive and evaluate clearly and wisely, whereas judgment is steeped in criticism. You can recognize judgment as mental chatter stemming from comparison, criticism, and a need to assert control that often fuels rigidity and narrows thinking. Discernment, on the other hand, is a thoughtful process grounded in awareness and wisdom. It allows you to move quickly through assessing a thought and determining its relevance, and invites curiosity and open-mindedness, while encouraging decision-making that’s aligned with deeply held values. Discernment helps move you closer to who you want to become. Climbing the right ladder for you has nothing to do with judging or comparing yourself to others. Instead, discernment involves pausing long enough to gauge whether the climb you’re taking will deliver you to your actual objectives or stems, instead, from internalized expectations you’ve absorbed from outside forces.








Meditation from Elena Brower

This guided meditation can help you cultivate clarity and discernment. Listen at: drgabriellelyon.com

[image: ]

Taking time for a short meditation is a way to reset your central nervous system and fortify pathways in your mind that support calm.

Discernment arises when we meet this moment fully. As you take a seat for your meditation, settling in, allow your spine to rise with ease and your hands to rest gently without grasping or resisting. Soften your gaze, letting your eyes rest on a point on the floor in front of you so you can get in touch with the quiet intelligence in your heart.

Whatever matter is top of mind for you right now, allow it to be here. Without grasping or resisting or needing to know anything, breathe deeply and feel the space within you open. As you exhale, allow your body to release what isn’t needed. As you allow everything in your body to settle, the waters, the energy, and the ripples will fade, and your depths will become clearer.

Watch your breathing for the next two minutes.

Perhaps, as you’ve been breathing, you notice thoughts arising. This is the mind’s job—to offer up ideas, thoughts, concepts, memories, emotions. Again, without clinging or pushing away, let each of these iterations come and go through your consciousness, passing freely.

Now spend two minutes just watching the matter of your mind arise and recede.

You may notice today is a particularly active day for your mind. Maybe it’s becoming quieter as you practice.

For the next two minutes, allow the breath and any mind offerings to flow freely through your consciousness, trusting that the discernment you’re seeking is much more readily available when you create this space within your being.

Perhaps you feel a little more spaciousness in your breath or a little more room in your mind. As you prepare to close your meditation, take a moment to recognize your capacity to listen, to witness, and most importantly, perhaps, to choose. Please, inhale deeply, spine tall, heart open, back strong. And then exhale completely.

Carry this quiet steadiness with you into the rest of your day or evening.

Thank you for your practice.








The Three A’s of Mental Strength: Awareness, Assessment, and Activation

Awareness: Catch the thought. Name the trigger. Become an observer instead of a reactor. This is your first rep in mental discernment—the entry point for mental mastery where the strength begins. Before a negative thought spirals, before a knee-jerk reaction, there needs to be a flash of awareness. In that moment, you can choose presence over programming. The first rep is witnessing an unhealthy or unimportant thought that is pulling you off your target.

Assessment: Not all thoughts are worthy of your attention, nor do they always tell the truth. Too rarely do we question or challenge the internal landscape of our own narrative. It can be difficult to differentiate our thoughts from who we are as people, but you and your thoughts are not one and the same. Your brain is just producing the chatter it was designed to generate. Your job is to determine whether those thoughts are relevant or just noise and distraction. The discernment you’re cultivating will help you make that call.

Activation: Select a response that reflects the identity you’re building instead of the habits you’re looking to break. Respond from strength, not defensiveness. This is how you create the architecture of adaptive resilience. With consistent repetition, what begins as a conscious decision becomes second nature—an instinct forged through intention.
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PERSONAL STORY: DAVID*

David Reclaimed His Health Through Discernment

A thirty-seven-year-old father of three came to me feeling depleted. He was struggling to keep up with a demanding career, slept poorly, and described a sharp decline in energy and motivation, as well as libido. His body composition had shifted—he’d gained fat around his midsection—and he had difficulty recovering from his workouts. He emphasized a deep desire to feel sharp and vibrant for both his family and his business, but was adamant about using testosterone replacement therapy only as a last resort. Driven and curious, he always sought out new ways to improve but was also careful not to be swayed by every new idea. Once aligned with a plan, however, he was able to laser in and fully commit. David abstained from alcohol periodically, but confessed that when he did drink, he drank heavily. Social drinking was part of his identity, tied to cultural norms and long-standing friendships.

Mental Framework at the Start

David’s underlying challenge wasn’t only hormonal or physical, but also cognitive. He liked to drink and had not yet come to recognize that the way alcohol affected him was out of alignment with who he wanted to become. David believed certain things to be inherently true, such as “I need to drink to relax” or “I can’t fully engage socially without alcohol.” These unchallenged thoughts quietly dictated many of his behaviors. Our work together began with a simple yet powerful question: Is that thought true?

We started building a new framework together, one grounded in conscious discernment. Instead of being swept along by habits and identities, he began to pause and ask, “Is this action aligned with who I want to be and how I want to feel?”

Transformation Through Discernment

Over time, David used this question as a filter for his decisions—not just about alcohol, but also food, training, and sleep. Alignment of one decision led to another. He began sleeping better, training consistently, and nourishing himself more intentionally. His physical symptoms improved, but more importantly, he began to feel in control again.

Two years later, David still hadn’t had a drink. Not because he couldn’t, but because he felt it no longer served him. Instead of wrestling with the thought “Should I?” he now asked, “Will this move me toward, or away from, what I truly want?”

David’s story is a powerful reminder that true transformation isn’t just about protocols or plans, but about reclaiming the authority to think clearly, act deliberately, and live in alignment with what matters most.

[image: A stylized orange sun design featuring a symmetrical face surrounded by intricate patterns and radiating triangular rays.]

	* Some patient names have been changed for privacy.









FLEX YOUR MIND


Adapting with Purpose

Becoming FOREVER STRONG is not a workout program or a diet plan but a way of life, a culture. Just as other cultures offer a collective way of looking at the world, the FOREVER STRONG community recognizes strength that extends beyond the physical. Our ethos makes clear that strength includes developing the mental and emotional flexibility to handle whatever life brings. At the root of mental flexibility is the discernment we’ve been discussing. Discernment offers the clarity necessary to recognize what matters most in each moment.

To maximize the mental flexibility that will help you face adversity:


	1. Cultivate a growth mindset

	2. Develop emotional agility

	3. Practice maintaining a neutral mind

	4. Build capacity



Together, these practices build the mental “muscles” needed to navigate challenges, achieve lasting change, and continually evolve into your best self.


TRY THIS

To reinforce the truth that you are not your thoughts, try this body awareness practice that my friend and patient Danica Patrick, the trailblazing former race car driver and now entrepreneur, recommends:


	1. Set an hourly alarm.

	2. Every time the alarm rings, check in with your body.

	3. Ask: What am I feeling right now?



When your mindset is trained with the same precision as your body, pressure no longer breaks you—it builds you. You don’t just recover—you rise. As you’ll see in this next section, growing your mental flexibility will help you land on the step-by-step intentions that will help you realize your full potential. Remember, muscle isn’t just physical tissue; it’s a metaphor for how you move through the world. It’s the pattern of your presence, the embodiment of your choices.





FOSTER MENTAL FLEXIBILITY

The path toward cultivating a growth mindset instead of a fixed mindset begins with self-awareness, and then mental flexibility makes the shift possible. Once your thoughts change, your actions can follow. Whatever limiting beliefs have impacted your choices so far, recognize that it’s never too late to make a different decision. Every minute of every day offers a chance to make a fresh start.


CHANGE YOUR MIND

1. Start with self-inquiry to identify and confront your limiting beliefs. What thoughts or perceptions are currently holding you back from reaching your full potential?

2. Drawing a blank? It might help to think about messages you received growing up that boxed you into specific roles or categories of behavior. Did anyone ever try to rein in your actions by calling them inappropriate for “someone like you”? Write about it here. How did these messages affect how you see yourself and your potential?

3. Have you ever defied your own (or others’) expectations of what you can do physically? What did that moment look and feel like?






CULTIVATE A GROWTH MINDSET

You’ve probably heard the term before—maybe even while reading my first book. Popularized by psychologist Dr. Carol Dweck, the term “growth mindset” refers to the notion that rather than being fixed or inherent, skills can be improved continually through hard work and learning.1 This framework recognizes challenges as opportunities for growth, reminding us that reaching our full potential takes time and effort. Understanding your own mental flexibility (referred to clinically as neuroplasticity) will help you recognize that each of us has the potential to practice new ways of being—even the challenges of adopting a new muscle-centric lifestyle. Mental and physical refinement both develop through overcoming adversity, and that leads to a meaningful life.

In case you’re still harboring any doubts, it’s time to accept the reality that pursuing an “easy” life is a delusion laced with complacency and unmet dreams. If you choose the “easy” path, life will end up being hard; if you choose the hard path, life will wind up easy. I’m here to show you the way forward.



MASTER YOUR INNER COMMENTARY

Shifting your self-talk is a critical mechanism for helping you move from a fixed mindset to a growth mindset. The key is to ensure that the voice in your head supports the changes you’re trying to make. Here’s how to rework negative thought patterns by transforming self-talk from limiting, fixed beliefs to expansive, growth-oriented messages.

[image: Side-by-side silhouettes comparing fixed mindset beliefs with growth mindset beliefs, contrasting views on failure, ability, effort, feedback, and success.]

REFRAMING YOUR SELF-TALK

Write down three negative thoughts or self-criticisms you encounter regularly. (Let the statements in the image on page 21 spur ideas.)

Reframe each into a growth-minded statement. (Again, use the statements above as a model.)

Use visualization and daily practice to reinforce these new perspectives.

Visualization Practice

1. Close your eyes and take a deep breath.

2. Picture a recent moment when you heard a critical voice in your head. What words or messages did you hear? Examples: “My body looks terrible.” “I’ll never be able to get in shape.” “I’m so bad at…”

3. Now reframe those negative statements in your mind, replacing the criticism with your new growth-focused statement. “I’m working toward balancing my body composition.” “I am ready to put in the effort for the sake of my present and future health.” “I’m learning how to…”

4. Visualize yourself noticing quickly whenever your self-talk turns negative. Repeat the phrases you can use to replace the critical voice in your head.

5. Anchor the shift by repeating your reframed statements and feeling the positive emotions they bring.

6. Practice this visualization daily to change your perspective and reinforce your growth mindset.






SEE SETBACKS AS OPPORTUNITIES

Instead of treating a setback as a sign of failure, try to recognize it as just part of the growth process. In fact, setbacks can set the conditions for phenomenal growth, but not beating yourself up in the process requires a degree of mental toughness and increased emotional agility.




Emotional Agility

Emotional agility prepares you for life’s challenges by honing your ability to shift quickly out of a disempowering emotional state, like anxiety or anger. Whether you’re confronting a family crisis, health setback, or difficult conversation, emotional agility helps you bet on yourself and trust in your ability to handle whatever comes your way. The key is learning to be flexible with your thoughts and feelings so that you can choose to respond in ways that align with your values. This involves accepting your emotions and treating them as a source of information that can help you bring forward your best self.

Emotional agility is a core component of resilience, which can be defined as the capacity to recover quickly from emotional disturbances. Research shows that, instead of feeding off a general bias toward positivity, resilience is primarily driven by flexibility in emotional processing. You can practice this flexibility through mindful observations that help you recognize you are not just the sum of your thoughts and feelings.


STRONG SCIENCE

Believing in your ability to improve your fitness level can help make it happen. Studies show that people who believed in their capacity to improve were not only more confident in their exercise abilities but also tended to view fitness as part of their identity.2 This supported consistency in exercise habits.





BREATHWORK

Your breath is your lifelong companion, accompanying you from birth until death. No wonder changing your breathing patterns is such a powerful way to take control of a runaway nervous system. Breathwork can help with emotional regulation whenever you feel like your nervous system is getting hijacked into reactivity.3 Breathing exercises require no preparation, planning, or equipment, so you can use them anytime you need a quick reset or a micro-recovery practice to help you return to the present moment. Olympic athletes and Navy SEALs often utilize box breathing, also known as 4x4 breathing, to calm the nervous system. You breathe in for four seconds, hold your breath for four seconds, breathe out for four seconds, and pause for four seconds before beginning again. Try it now and see how it works for you…


TOOL: PHYSIOLOGICAL SIGH

There’s truth to the idea that taking a deep breath can “calm your nerves.” In fact, researchers have fine-tuned the recommendation into a more specific tool called the Physiological Sigh.

When to use it: When you feel overwhelmed by heightened emotion or stress

Why It Works


	Promotes deeper, more relaxed breathing

	Reengages the brain’s frontal lobe, where critical thinking originates, so that you can start asking meaningful questions about your environment

	Balances the sympathetic (fight-or-flight) and parasympathetic (rest-and-digest) branches of your autonomic nervous system



Technique


	1. Take a double inhale through the nose by breathing in until you fill your lungs to capacity and then taking in another short breath.

	2. Take a long, slow exhale through the mouth.

	3. Repeat 1 to 3 times.



Evidence-based impact: This technique can help you regain composure and reset your emotions, including reducing the intensity of negative feelings.4






MAINTAIN A NEUTRAL MIND

Maintaining a neutral mind helps you stay centered and present so you can calmly and effectively navigate outcomes, whether they’re good or bad. By training yourself to face challenges with clarity and stability, a neutral mind prevents hyper-emotional reactions that can end up adding more tension to a difficult situation. Meeting challenges with anxiety ties you to the future. Meeting them with depression ties you to the past. A neutral mind, however, reckons with the present, enabling you to maintain self-regulation so you can make better decisions.


TOOL: NEUTRALITY GROUNDING ANCHOR

Here’s a sixty-second practice to employ when you get caught up in emotions that could derail progress on meeting the standards you’ve set for yourself.

Technique


	1. Do one to three rounds of the Physiological Sigh (double inhale + slow exhale).

	2. Label the emotions you’re experiencing, reframing them through a growth mindset (see page 21) (e.g., “This is frustration—not failure”).

	3. Ground yourself with experiencing sensations. Try the 5-4-3-2-1 practice, where you name, describe to yourself, and experience:

	Five things you can see

	Four things you can touch

	Three things you can hear

	Two things you can smell

	One thing you can taste






Once you are grounded back in the present moment, ask yourself: “What choice supports the person I’m becoming?”









EXPAND YOUR CAPACITY

Capacity is the sum of your physical, emotional, and cognitive reserves. Think of it as bandwidth—your ability to meet the moment, handle it well, and exit the experience unscathed. The best way to expand your capacity is to learn when and how to drown out noise and distracting narratives, dedicating all your mental space to executing on your plan.

Think of it as “just another Tuesday.” That’s what I learned from Ben Newman, an elite coach for the NFL, NBA, and other teams. When I asked how he could present a talk before an audience of thousands and then jump on a plane to lead a team to the championships, he told me his strategy was to prepare daily and then just execute. By “just another Tuesday,” he meant that he didn’t overcomplicate the tasks before him with overthinking or storytelling. Instead, he simply took action, applying all the skills he’d honed over the course of a lifetime.

Learning this from Ben shaped my own approach to facing challenges, shifting how I think about and act on the circumstances in my life. Whenever things get crazy, I avoid getting caught up in mental chatter about all the hurdles ahead or how big a deal everything is. I remind myself: “I got this. It’s just another Tuesday.” I focus on reaching one horizon at a time.


Treat Stress as an Invitation to Grow

If you’re like most people, you’re looking to reduce stress. But what kind(s) of stress? The English language uses one word to describe a wide range of different experiences. “Stress” encompasses both a nightmare visit to the DMV and the breakup of a long-term relationship. Clearly the impacts of these two circumstances are wildly different; still, we refer to both as stressful.

Most people assume our ultimate goal is total stress elimination, but specific physical stressors—like lifting weights or hot and cold exposure, which we discuss on page 240—trigger powerful, positive biological adaptations. Expose the body to short bursts of controlled stress, and it will become better equipped to handle future stressors. This is the principle of hormesis. One critical skill necessary for adopting a muscle-centric lifestyle is to recognize the difference between stress exposures that cause damage and those that build you back stronger. Reframing the stories we tell ourselves about stress can significantly improve our experiences. Because of how our brains evolved, our thoughts have the potential to steer our emotions toward the negative. Interrupting the idea that we are our thoughts can help defuse that automatic programming.


TOOL: COGNITIVE DEFUSION

The cognitive defusion technique, a core component of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), developed by Steven C. Hayes and his colleagues, teaches how to uncouple your sense of self from your mind’s constant chatter.5 Mindful observation helps to create distance between the thoughts you have and who you are, loosening the grip that thoughts can have on identity.

Why it works: This practice helps you realize that you are not the thoughts



	1. Observe your thoughts as temporary mental events rather than facts or identity.

	2. Watch them pass like clouds in the sky without engaging with them or taking them too seriously.

	3. Use distancing language like “I’m noticing the thought that…” rather than “I am…”







EMBRACING THE POSITIVES OF STRESS














Capacity-Enhancing Challenges vs. Discomfort That Drains




[image: A quadrant chart illustrates the relationship between capacity and level of challenge, dividing it into four zones: Recovery, Growth, Stagnation, and Breakdown.]




GROWTH ZONE (HIGH CAPACITY + HIGH CHALLENGE)



Examples





What It Looks Like









STAGNATION (LOW CAPACITY + LOW CHALLENGE)



Examples





What It Looks Like


	Lack of progress in physical or emotional goals

	Feelings of disconnection, boredom, or complacency

	No forward momentum in growth or performance







RECOVERY ZONE (HIGH CAPACITY + LOW CHALLENGE)



What It Looks Like


	You have the energy to engage in low-stress activities, but there’s little push beyond your current capacity.

	This is a time for maintenance—not growth. You’re resting and allowing your body or mind to recover so you can face greater challenges in the future.







BREAKDOWN (LOW CAPACITY + HIGH CHALLENGE)



Examples





What It Looks Like


	Completing simple tasks takes way more effort than it should. You may find yourself abusing your body to get the tasks done—for example, cramming for a final exam during an all-nighter, overdosing on junk food and caffeine to keep yourself awake

	Physical exhaustion and fatigue

	Emotional dysregulation, such as feeling irritable, disconnected, or overwhelmed

	Increased risk of burnout, illness, or injury





How to Address It









BOTTOM LINE





How to Gauge Your Capacity



Assess Your Resources:


	Physical: How is my energy level throughout the day? Do I feel fatigued or am I energized?

	Emotional: How well am I managing stress and emotional fluctuations? Am I feeling drained or resilient?

	Mental: Am I able to focus and make decisions effectively, or do I feel scattered, foggy, and overwhelmed?













	RECOVERY ZONE (HIGH CAPACITY, LOW CHALLENGE)

	GROWTH ZONE (HIGH CAPACITY, HIGH CHALLENGE)

	STAGNATION (LOW CAPACITY, LOW CHALLENGE)

	BREAKDOWN (LOW CAPACITY, HIGH CHALLENGE)
























[image: A woman sits cross-legged in a meditative pose, with one hand on her chest and the other on her abdomen, focusing on her breath.]




Expand Capacity Before You Need It


[image: Three overlapping circles labeled “Physical,” “Emotional,” and “Mental,” each describing aspects of well-being.]





[image: Two graphs compare the response and recovery of fragile and resilient systems to an acute hazard, showing the impact of resilience-building investments.]



Friction


Small Disruptions, Big Returns















Physical Friction Challenges



	Cold Shower Protocol: For seven days, end every shower with 60 seconds of cold water.

	Add a Weighted Rucksack to Your Walk: Carry a 20- to 30-pound backpack on your daily walk.

	Take the Long Route: Always park far away or take the stairs—rain or shine, no exceptions.

	Stand or Floor Sit During Work Blocks: 1-hour standing or cross-legged sitting work sessions (no chair).

	Device-Free Walk: 20-minute walk daily with no phone, headphones, or screens.





Mental Friction Challenges



	Daily Discomfort Journal: Write down one uncomfortable thing you did intentionally each day—and what it taught you.

	No-Music Workouts: Train in silence to deepen focus and mental discipline.

	Delayed Gratification Drill: Wait 10 minutes before responding to texts, eating, or scrolling. Feel the urge, but don’t act on it immediately.

	Friction Hour: Schedule one hour each day when you complete your most dreaded task or chore by working nonstop without interruptions or distraction.





Emotional and Social Friction Challenges



	One Hour of Silence per Day: No speaking, texting, or consuming during this block—just quiet.

	Initiate the Hard Conversation: Reach out and say the uncomfortable thing (with clarity and kindness).

	Say No to One Comfortable Yes: Decline a low-reward obligation or invite that doesn’t serve your goals.

	Eye-Contact Challenge: Hold eye contact in conversation 20 percent longer than usual. Don’t be the one to look away first.





Environmental Friction Challenges



	Put your phone in a lockbox after 7 p.m.

	Remove all ultra-processed snacks from your home.

	Stash your alarm clock across the room to get yourself up in the morning without the snooze.

	Prep meals without convenience tools. (No air fryer, no microwave, no delivery, no shortcuts.)










WHY THIS WORKS
















	
	
	




	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	










Crucible Challenges


VOLUNTARY ADVERSITY THAT BUILDS UNSHAKABLE CAPACITY



Self-Led Crucible Challenges
















Structured Crucible Challenges









Functional Strength + Load Tolerance







Resilience + Recovery Integration







TRY THIS: TOUGH SPOTS

















TRY THIS: MORTALITY REFLECTION: A DIFFERENT KIND OF GRATITUDE PRACTICE…





















The Art of Change


Building and Sustaining Habits


[image: Two contrasting statements about habits: one highlighting their benefits and the other their challenges.]


FRICTION FOR BUILDING AND SUSTAINING HABITS




ADDING FRICTION




REMOVING FRICTION





Step One



[image: A motivational graphic contrasting common excuses with actionable, small steps for self-improvement.]



Step Two




	1. Choose an existing habit you practice regularly without much thought, such as brushing your teeth, drinking coffee, or stopping at a traffic light.

	2. Identify the new habit you want to add to your routine, such as stretching, or drinking more water, or practicing stress-relieving breathing techniques.

	3. Create the stack by linking a new habit to an existing one.

	I will stretch my quads with one hand while brushing my teeth with the other.

	I will fill my water bottle every time I pour a cup of coffee.

	I will do two Physiological Sighs (see page 24) each time I stop for a red light.












	
	




	
	



	
	



	
	










Step Three




Step Four





Step Five







Tiny Choice → Huge Change



NAVIGATE YOUR HUMAN NATURE



























Your Habits Become Your Identity















[image: A circular tribal-style illustration of a sun with a face, surrounded by intricate geometric patterns in orange.]




Find Your People
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