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            Introduction

         

         At its heart, this is a book about getting curious. It’s a prompt, and a guide, for exploring the mental and emotional challenges that bubble up inside each of us when we’re taking a deep breath before our next climb, or battling hard to stay on it, or struggling with disappointment when we’ve fallen off unexpectedly. It’s about discovering the contours of our unique emotional make-up, so that we can explore the outer reaches of what we’re capable of, finding deep and genuine joy along the way.

         This might be your first steps in getting to grips with the key issues in your inner life, and in picking up bits of theory and language that can be a helpful framework for self-reflection. Or, it could be a chance to find a fresh take on some of those ideas in the context of your climbing. Whatever stage of life this book meets you in, we hope you’ll come away feeling more confident in yourself, both as a climber looking up at your next project and as a human being facing all of life’s challenges.

         As climbing booms in popularity around the world, a willingness to reflect on how it interacts with our mental health and well-being feels crucial for us all so we can support each other to get the most out of the sport. Psychological and emotional challenges seem to hold people back more than many realise, but experiencing positive change is within our reach. So, try to hear us when we say: you can get a grip on the stuff that troubles you, you can see things change for the better, and you can free yourself up to climb harder and higher than you ever have before.

         Who are we?

         Louis has been climbing since 2005 and coaching since 2015. He set up Catalyst Climbing in 2017 and has grown it to be one of the most successful and well-known xcoaching and training organisations in the world. Catalyst has worked with thousands of students over the years, from climbers as young as five to people in their sixties, and occasionally much older than that. It’s also seen quite a few younger students go on to be involved in the GB junior climbing team.

         Joel is a psychotherapist based on Harley Street in central London. He has worked with hundreds of clients over years of practice, and his clients range from social workers to professional sportspeople and CEOs, and from fellow therapists to detectives and Michelin-starred chefs. He works with adult individuals, and with two people as part of a couple or other relationship.

         Two paths converging

         
            JOEL: It was March 2024 when I finally plucked up the courage. A climbing gym a ten-minute walk from where I lived was doing a deal on two-week memberships, with, crucially, an induction session thrown in. I’d thought for a year or two that I might like bouldering, but also knew, not for the first time in my life, that I felt anxious about being an outsider in a new environment, unsure of how things worked or how welcoming people would be. I’d had a mixed bag of experiences, especially when it came to sporting contexts, and I came into climbing with quite a lot of trepidation.

            So it was with relief that I noticed, half an hour into the session, that I felt comfortable and relaxed as the coaches showed us round the gym, talked us through the ins and outs of climbing’s grading systems, and guided us through our first boulders; I could feel my fear and nervousness ebbing away. In the months afterwards I started climbing two or three times a week, excited to push towards more and more difficult climbs, and spent a lot of my free time outside of the gym watching videos about technique and training. I very much had the bug.

            When August rolled around, after some solid progress and the unexpected bonus of a few new friendships starting to form, one particular moment swept in and took the wind out of my sails. Although I hadn’t consciously clocked that it was happening, for almost six months I’d been feeling a huge ego-boost each time I stuck a hard move or made it to the top of a difficult climb and got a positive response from someone in the gym. They’d say something like, ‘Wow, you’ve only been climbing for four months?’ – which is exactly the kind of thing that I’ve received in unhealthy ways many, many times before. This new sport that I was getting so much from was also proving itself capable of poking at one of my most long-standing mental health challenges: an ingrained belief that my worth xias a person is dependent on the level of skill and success I can achieve, and how much praise I can attract from friends, family and strangers.

            The moment when I did finally notice that all of this was happening came just after I fell off a boulder I was having a lot of trouble with. A guy I’d just met, and who’d told me he’d been climbing for less time than I had, approached the same climb and did it on his first try, making it look pretty easy in the process. Someone said, ‘It’s amazing you can climb so well after just a few months.’ My gut felt a wrench like I hadn’t experienced in years: a big chunk of my self-worth had once again become entangled with how well I could impress other people, and, very suddenly, this other person’s skill and strength somehow showed that, underneath it all, I still just wasn’t good enough. The feeling that I would never be enough wasn’t new to me, but familiarity didn’t make it any less brutal.

            As I trudged home after my session, trying to breathe deeply and wade through everything I was feeling, I realised that if I was going to continue climbing, working on my ‘mindset’ would be about facing old foes with new masks: the same issues I’d been grappling with for years were showing up, unexpected and very much uninvited, in an entirely new context. I also found myself wondering if that thought would strike a chord with other climbers, and whether an experienced coach might want to turn this into a book with me.

            
                

            

            LOUIS: It must have been 2019 or 2020 when I first had the idea that I’d love to write a book one day. The Catalyst YouTube channel was starting to really grow, and in the comments there was always so much discussion around the bits where I talked – with a fair amount of passion – about aspects of mindset and mental health. Over my years in coaching up to that point, I’d noticed that while some people get a lot from working on technique, or strength and flexibility, or better tactics like when to rest or how to break down hard climbs, absolutely everyone, no matter their experience or skill level, finds ways to improve their performance and their enjoyment of climbing by working on their mindset.

            I knew there were already lots of books that focused on technique, training methods or nutrition; maybe the mental side of things was the area where I could add something different? Though I did have a niggling doubt: sure, I work a lot with that stuff, but I’m not formally trained in psychology or mental health. Would it really make sense for me to write a whole book on the topic?

            As the business grew, this doubt didn’t go away, but it shrunk in xiiimportance as my time got eaten up and the prospect of writing a book seemed to fade into the background. My weeks became very full; every spare hour I had was given over to coaching, company admin or my own training, and there was just no time or headspace to take on anything else. But my interest in mindset didn’t stop growing.

            That was until sometime in 2024. Catalyst had started to reach a point where – in theory, at least – I didn’t need to work all hours. Things were up and running, others were sharing the load and maybe, just maybe, there was a bit of time to spare. As I wondered what I might do with it, my partner said, ‘What about the book idea?’ A sudden shock of excitement hit me, followed almost instantly by the same uncertainty as before: could I really write it on my own?

            It might sound like we’re making this next bit up so we can tell a good story, but it’s the honest truth that two days after that conversation I looked at my inbox to find an email from Joel. He’d had an idea for a book about climbing mindset and mental health, and wondered whether we might make a good combination – a coach and a therapist – to cover the topic with unique and complimentary perspectives. As you can imagine, it took me all of about two minutes to reply with a yes.

         

         Is there a ‘best’ way to use this book?

         We’ve focused each chapter on one of eleven topics that in our experience are the most common mental and emotional challenges that climbers face during their time in the sport, whether that’s lifelong or relatively brief. You could read the book from start to finish, in which case you should find that there’s a helpful progression through each of the four sections: from deep-rooted issues around self-worth and identity, to mindset and our thinking selves, on into our present-moment experiences, and finally outwards into our experience of community and relationships.

         But we’ve also tried to keep in mind that you might prefer to go straight for the subjects you feel most drawn to. We hope you’ll be able to get just as much out of reading it this way, though – to try to keep repetition to a minimum – you’ll come across points where we’ve referred you back to previous chapters that feature the full context of an idea.

         A catalyst, not a fix-all solution

         From the outside, it might seem like a climbing coach and a psychotherapist would have quite contrasting perspectives on the work that they do. After all, the experience and training pathways in each profession don’t have a lot of xiiiobvious crossover, and the people we work with come to us with very different hopes and goals in mind. But, over the last couple of years we’ve found that we have so much in common it often feels like the differences are in the minority.

         One major thing we share is seeing our work as being about facilitation, and not about swooping in to try and fix things for people. We both believe our students and clients can experience development and lasting change with us alongside them, rather than with us trying to lead them. Louis underlined this philosophy by naming his coaching company Catalyst Climbing with exactly this principle in mind: a catalyst helps, supports and even supercharges others in their growth and change, but it doesn’t provide the raw material, the motivation or the best ideas about what each individual person really needs.

         These convictions will feel like an undercurrent throughout this book. We’re both on our own lifelong journeys with mindset and mental health, and are far from having everything figured out. We haven’t tried to provide any kind of polished ideal that we think everyone should aspire to, but we instead offer thoughts, ideas, prompts, challenges and frameworks that we’ve seen be helpful for those we work with and for ourselves. You’re the best-placed person in the world to pick out what could be helpful for you and explore that further, leaving aside what doesn’t work for you.

         An open outlook, rooted in humanism

         Something else that will stand out is that we have some pretty strong humanist leanings. We’re interested in all sorts of perspectives, and believe that no single way of looking at things can reflect everything that’s true about human experience. But some of our most central sensibilities are humanistic: the belief that human needs are fundamentally healthy, and that wholeness and authenticity are therefore always positive; that everyone has inherent value simply because they exist; and that each of us is capable of finding a healthy path forward if we have the kind of environment, resources and relationships that support us more than they hold us back.

         Our contributors

         This book is full of personal stories from people we know, love, work with and have been inspired by. Speaking to each of them was one of the highlights of the process, and their insights and encouragement kept us going in moments when we might have been tempted to call it a day. Each chapter is kicked off by someone who has personal experience of that particular topic, and we’re so thankful to each of them for trusting us with their stories and for giving this whole thing so much more depth than we could ever have struck upon between just the two of us.xiv
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            Chapter 1

            Performance, success and self-worth

         

         Olympian and four-time world cup winner at the age of twenty-two, Erin McNeice has worked hard on knowing that her worth as a person doesn’t depend on how well she performs. She sees this as essential, not just for her mental health, but also for enabling her to climb at her best.

         
            I’d say I definitely fell into the mindset of my self-worth being linked to how well I could perform. If you don’t speak about it, it’s so easy to assume that the people you care about value you for your level of performance, and that their support is conditional. And I’ve had times where I’ve noticed that I didn’t like myself as much after I had a couple of competition results that I deemed ‘bad’, compared to when I was getting good results. I think it’s so easy when you’re really getting into competitions and doing well to just tie your entire essence to climbing. But it’s a very silly thing to do: performance fluctuates, and eventually it’ll start decreasing.

            There was one competition in particular when I really felt my self-worth was on the line, and it didn’t go well. I’d just won my first boulder world cup, and the comp straight after that went terribly for me, in my eyes. I just wasn’t climbing like myself, I was stressed during the entire thing and I was worried about what everybody else was thinking about me. I didn’t feel present at all, and I wasn’t making good decisions on the wall because I was somewhere else in my head. My family were 4out there, and I felt like I’d let them down, as well as everyone else who was psyched to watch me climb. I felt like the world was ending, when realistically it was just one competition in a year when I was getting however many medals. So in the grand scheme of things it didn’t matter, but in that moment it felt way bigger than it ever needed to be.

            The 2024 season was when I completely flipped my mindset. Before that, I was very serious and never really smiled at competitions; I treated myself like a performance machine, and I got way too annoyed with every single tiny mistake. After one particular comp, a big talking point was whether I actually wanted to carry on, because it wasn’t a fun experience for anybody. My parents just wanted to be there to watch me and spend time with me, but I was miserable the entire time.

            I think if you’re happy to be there, and you’re confident and you’ve got a nothing-to-lose mentality because nobody cares how well you do, that all points to you having a positive view of your self-worth. And it feels like a superpower. In all the world cups that I’ve won, I’ve gone into the final round with the mindset of, I want to win, and other people would love to see me win, but also when I make mistakes it’s not the end of the world because nothing’s going to change if I don’t win. There will always be things that go wrong, and it’s so much easier to roll with that if you don’t hate yourself or feel like you have to punish yourself after every single mistake. It’s just so much nicer to laugh about it and get on with it. It’s a physical way to put yourself in a good mindset, rather than getting really angry with yourself and beating yourself up and then not being able to make good use of your remaining attempts.

            It’s been so helpful speaking to my family about it and realising that even though it’s great if I win and they want to be there for me, they also don’t care if I come twentieth or fortieth or whatever, as long as I’m enjoying it. When I do badly, I think it hurts them more to know that I could be really upset and angry about it, rather than them feeling that way.

            I think I’m happiest when I give time to other things that I like, and also when I’m surrounded by people who understand me. Tapping back into my other hobbies helped me remember that climbing’s not everything and made sure not all of my enjoyment and energy was going into climbing. I’ve also had times when I’ve been surrounded by people who see me as just a performance machine, and it’s almost like I can’t relax around them and I can’t do my own thing outside of climbing because I should constantly be training. But when I’m surrounded by my 5family and friends who understand me and what I need, I can feel happy and confident that I’m not doing anything wrong, and like I’m where I’m meant to be.

            I think my YouTube channel has also helped a lot. Because I’m really quiet, unassuming and shy in person, and I don’t like being the centre of attention, it’s very hard to think that people would like me for me. Starting the channel meant I could show myself as I would be without all the stress of meeting new people, and it’s had a very good reception. Lots of people message me saying that they’re introverts like me, and that they really like watching me. It’s just very nice to know that people are following me for me, they like my personality and that it’s really just a bonus when I’m doing well in comps.

         

         Feeling that we’re good enough

         What we struggle with in a sport like climbing reflects what we struggle with in the rest of life. The thoughts and feelings that get thrown up can be very acute while we’re on the rock or staring up at a boulder that looks to be getting the better of us; they can also keep weighing on us long after we’ve washed the chalk from our hands. But it’s not climbing that’s given us a critical inner voice, or a belief that our body’s not acceptable as it is, or a challenge in seeing ourselves as a person of inherent worth. In fact, whatever it is that bubbles up inside of us when climbing puts us in situations of stress and risk-taking, or when we’re pushing ourselves to learn and achieve new things, we can bet those same challenges are going to appear for us in other areas of our lives. And so, any steps we can take towards experiencing positive change in our own unique mix of mental health challenges will get us closer to being both the person and the climber that we want to be.

         At the deepest level of our identities and well-being is our sense of whether or not we’re good enough just as we are, and no matter what others happen to think of us. A positive, grounded sense of self-worth is an inner confidence that we deserve to be here – not because we earn it through the things that we do or say, but simply because we are who we are, unique in all of our marvels and foibles. That’s a powerful platform from which we can choose to aim at important, selfless, impressive or caring things if we want to, but it’s not a platform that’s obtained by doing those things.

         Like Erin says, a healthy sense of self-worth can feel like a superpower. It can be crucial to feeling free to challenge ourselves and strive towards goals, confident that success or failure won’t change the fact that we’re good enough 6already; it’ll give us the assurance that it’s OK to ask others for help when we need it, even if it inconveniences them; it’ll help us to seek out and feel good in relationships of all kinds, knowing that even if things don’t work out as we hope, that won’t be any kind of indication that we don’t deserve for good things to happen to us. We’ll believe that others should treat us with the respect that we intend to show to them, praising us for the good we do and offering any criticism they might have with care and love; it’ll also enable us to feel clear that if we’re not treated in those ways, we’re entitled to stand up for ourselves, hold our boundaries and make choices that will treat our own well-being as of equal importance to everyone else’s.

         When self-worth is low

         For a lot of us, life provides a pretty relentless list of reasons to feel unsure that we really matter, and building a strong sense of self-worth can be a lifelong struggle. Feelings like shame and embarrassment, harsh self-critical thoughts and unkind words from other people all play their part in creating a sense that there’s something fundamentally wrong with who we are. Climbing has a high ceiling on its level of challenge, and a global community of people who have a lot of skill and strength; it’s a context in which it can be easy to find ourselves associating our worth with how fast we learn, how hard we can climb, or what our bodies look like and are capable of.

         Something that’s really common across all of life is to feel confident that those around us are valuable and lovable, regardless of what they do or don’t achieve, but at the same time to struggle to extend anything like the same level of acceptance to ourselves. When this kind of thing pops up, powerful inner narratives can form, though we may or may not be consciously aware of them: that we’re fundamentally undeserving of love, happiness or success, and that nothing we can do will change that. Sometimes these stories prompt us to look out for ‘evidence’ that seems to prove they’re true, which can easily fuel our harsh self-treatment and start a vicious cycle that can be hard to break.

         Self-worth is the focus of the first three chapters of this book because it’s so central to healthy functioning and well-being that there’s really nowhere else to start. Everyone’s own sense of whether or not they’re good enough will underpin each of the topics we cover, impacting our fundamental sense of self, our ability to adopt helpful mindsets, the ways we process the present moment and respond to fear, and our capacity to build the kinds of supportive relationships we want to. 7

         When self-worth is high, but fragile

         Because low self-worth can be so painful, the obvious antidote would seem to be high self-worth: being able to genuinely love and accept ourselves, and enter into relationships as full, wholehearted beings, is crucial for greater well-being. But there’s a caveat. It’s very possible for a seemingly high sense of self-worth to be built on fragile foundations: the feeling that we make the grade because we’re young, or the best climber in our gym, or the highest earner among our friendship group, or a parent to thriving kids, and so on. If these are the things that make the difference between us being good enough and someone that no one in their right mind should bother with, then our self-worth isn’t going to withstand the effects of ageing, someone of higher ability joining the gym, one of our friends getting a promotion or one of our kids going through a hard time.

         Comparing guilt and shame

         Exploring self-worth almost inevitably touches on feelings of guilt and shame. These words are often treated as meaning the same thing, but, although it’s common to feel both of them at the same time, separating them out from one another can be really helpful for understanding what we’re actually experiencing more clearly.

         Guilt is what we feel when we’ve done something we believe is wrong. This might be because we consider it to be unethical or immoral, because we know it has already hurt someone or will do in the future, or even because we know it’s illegal. We may also feel regret, which is a sense that we’d go back and do things differently if we could.

         Shame, on the other hand, cuts much deeper than our actions and touches on who we are as a person. There’s a big group of feelings that psychologists and therapists consider close relatives of shame: embarrassment, humiliation and even the comparatively mild awkwardness. Unlike guilt, these emotions don’t tell us that we’ve done something wrong, but that we are wrong – there’s something not OK with who we are, and we should hide it from other people or else risk ridicule and rejection. So, most of the time, shame is more significant than guilt in the context of how we experience our self-worth.

         When self-worth and success are intertwined

         The thrilling highs of performing well or achieving success can be some of the best moments we get in climbing, but they also bring subtle dangers. Underneath the excitement and pride at having done well or reached a goal, 8the amazing feeling of being good at something, and of being seen by others in those terms, can almost imperceptibly morph into a feeling of being good as a person. In our internal world, the thing we achieved becomes a sign that we’re worth something: The reason I’m able to feel good about myself is that I’m progressing quickly, climbing at a high level and impressing people in the process.

         If we can only feel that we’re enough when we achieve something noteworthy or significant, we’re unlikely to feel good about ourselves very often; even when we do, that positive sense of self-worth will rarely stick around for long. Almost as damaging, our worth will be at the mercy of those around us: we’ll feel valuable when they give us affirmation for our successes, but inadequate when they don’t.

         As Erin points out, performance levels don’t stay constant throughout our lives. Whenever we do hit a target that we’re aiming at, we tend to immediately replace it with another – harder – one, and so the standard of achievement we set for ourselves can become a perpetually receding set of goalposts.

         
            LOUIS: There was a period a few years ago when I noticed that I was very rarely enjoying my climbing sessions. Going to the gym had always been something which made me so happy, but for months I’d noticed I quickly became frustrated with myself during sessions, and always felt like I was weak, clumsy and unfocused. I was starting to become really concerned by this – climbing was the basis of my career, my social life and, really, my whole identity. What if I just wasn’t good enough?

            I eventually came to understand that one particularly good performance I’d had in a session had somehow become my lowest bar for success – and the standard by which I was ruthlessly judging myself. I’d just finished several months of hard training, I was in the best shape I’d ever been in, and I climbed with relentless focus and confidence for two hours straight. I did all the hardest climbs in the gym on my first try, and each one felt gloriously easy. I was so proud of myself for having trained and practised to the point where a session like this was possible, and I was on a high about this session for days.

            But, the next time I went climbing, I felt almost crushingly disappointed. I climbed well and did a few hard climbs, but nothing like that outstanding session just a few days previously. The session after that, I managed to repeat the results of that outstanding session … but every climb felt like a fight and a struggle; I had wanted them to feel easy for me, so I left feeling disappointed again.

            9Every time I failed to meet that standard that I was now demanding of myself, I felt like I just wasn’t good enough – not only as a climber and a coach, but also as a human being. And, as had become clear, it was almost unreasonably difficult to meet that standard, so I ended up feeling like a complete failure an awful lot of the time.

         

         An internalised struggle

         So how do we end up doubting our self-worth in the first place? Why do we so often find that we intuitively know those around us are good enough just because they exist, but we can’t extend that same unconditional acceptance to ourselves? How is it that we can see other people make mistakes on a climb they’d usually find easy, or fall short in reaching their training goals, and think no worse of them, but find ourselves feeling worthless when we have those same experiences?

         When we’re taught to see our self-worth as conditional

         An idea that’s common to a lot of therapeutic models is that our struggles are caused by expectations which start off external to ourselves: moral judgements and personal requirements that we take on from the people and culture around us.

         The idea of conditions of worth was first developed by the American therapist and founder of person-centred therapy Carl Rogers in the mid-twentieth century. The idea is that we all experience expectations being put on us by those around us – our family of origin, educators, national media – that are directly linked to how warm, affectionate or approving those people seem to be towards us.

         From an early age, we start to learn and absorb these in a process of internalisation that can continue throughout our lives. Conditions and expectations can be based on gender, like ‘boys don’t cry’, or ‘girls play with dolls’, or on religious beliefs, like ‘these behaviours are sinful’, or on signs of social status, like ‘doctor and lawyer are the only respectable professions’, or ‘you should be able to afford to buy a house by the time you’re thirty’.

         Let’s take an example of a teenage girl who competes at a handful of climbing competitions, and whose parents are broadly supportive but not especially excited. After she wins one, though, they’re suddenly very interested and say lots of theoretically positive things: ‘Wow, we didn’t know you had it in you’, or ‘Wait till your cousins hear about this!’ From these, she might internalise a generalised belief like, People only care about me if I’m doing 10something impressive, or, I’m not worth bothering about unless I’m winning. This could have a profound effect on her sense of who she has to be in order to be acceptable to others: I’m worthless unless I’m achieving big things. This is a very clear condition of worth that has been created for her, and she’s going to find it brutally hard to come second or lower for as long as it hangs around.

         Rogers’ suggestion is that through family and wider community and culture, every human being has countless experiences like this, some subtle, some explicit. This accumulation of conditions being put on our worth sets up the clear feeling that we’ll only be good enough if we meet these standards, which are dictated by others and communicated to us on a daily basis.

         Some of this stuff can be extremely deep-rooted by the time we get to noticing it, so the work of digging it up and getting it out of us can be hard going. But, the good news is that because we’re not born doubting our worth, it’s absolutely possible to unlearn these feelings and beliefs, and recover a healthy sense that we’re good enough just as we are.

         Self-worth and performance: ‘fridge door syndrome’

         It’s very common for people of all ages to receive more attention, praise and signs of love when they perform well, get good results or achieve something difficult, than when they fail at these things or when they’re not attempting them at all – which is, of course, most of the time. This kind of conditional praise can come from parents or caregivers when we’re young, but also throughout our lives from friends, family or figures of authority.

         It’s very difficult not to learn some unhelpful and damaging lessons from these experiences, even if we’re not consciously aware of it happening. How well we do at attracting this kind of attention and validation through performance and success can easily become tied up with our inner sense of whether we have any value at all: if we’re only praised when we achieve something impressive, we almost inevitably end up believing that we’re only good enough, valuable as a person and worthy of love if we’re achieving great things. Our sense that we’re a valued human being becomes deeply intertwined with our ability to perform; when we can’t, or don’t, that value plummets. This is an example of conditions of worth, where affirmation is made conditional on success and achievement.

         The sports psychologist Professor Steve Peters illustrates this idea in his book The Chimp Paradox, giving it the name fridge door syndrome. He describes two scenarios in which a child comes home from school and is eager to show their parents a drawing they’ve done that day. In the first scenario, the parents look at the drawing and give their child a big hug, saying, ‘Wow, what an 11amazing drawing, we love you so much and we’re so proud of you! Let’s put it on the fridge door so everyone can see how amazing you are!’ This sounds like a really positive experience for the child, right? Maybe in some ways, but hold fire on that conclusion for just a minute …

         In the second scenario, before the child’s parents look at the drawing, they put it to one side and give their child a hug, saying, ‘We love you, we’re proud of you and we’re so happy to see you!’ They then go on to say, ‘Now, can we see the drawing you wanted to show us? Wow – it’s really
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