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The Ability to Focus is Critical to Your Success in Health & Fitness 

It’s time for your run and you already know you skipped going for your workout twice this week. You 

feel a few drops of rain starting to fall. You feel a hunger in your stomach. You think about what you 

ate for lunch. It wasn’t on your diet. You see your neighbor walking in her house. You hear the kids 

playing in the back yard. Your mind is everywhere but on getting your workout in. You are not 

focused. You decide to pack it in and get a bite to eat instead. You never do get a workout in.   

 

You just entered the fitness center – there are many others there. You think about how in shape they 

look compared to you. Your mind wanders to other things that need to be done at home and the 

stress of the day at work. It can be your most challenging experience – not the workout itself but 

getting yourself to do the workout! Many people who workout get lost in the vast number of 

distractions present instead of the task at hand – getting the workout in.  

 

You are on your way home from work. You skipped lunch. You are hungry. You think about how tired 

you are. You think about the things you need to do – pick up kids, do laundry, take kids to their 

activities. You stop for fast food on the way home – because it is just “easier”. Where does your mind 

wander to? What are you focused on? 

 

Psychology is extremely important to your health, fitness and diet. This is obvious every time you see 

someone fail to do a workout or eat right. They fall “off the wagon”. The way to good health and 

fitness is paved with failures. How many people do you know start a diet? How many quit? How many 

“new” and “magic” diets come out every year? Why do so many people try them and fail? How many 

people dream about running a marathon only to quit after a few weeks of training? How many fitness 

club memberships initiated with the best of intentions go unused? 
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Your mental focus is the difference that makes the difference! 

Without mental toughness and the ability to concentrate on the task, you can easily become 

distracted. This leads you to diverge from your original intentions. The people who have powerful 

mental game; every time they workout, eat, recreate; they are focused on the task at hand. It is not a 

matter of just a reasonable fitness instructor, a guided fitness program, a running schedule or 

balanced daily food menu. The fact is that the mental games for fitness, health and dieting are as 

crucial to your success as the programs themselves! 

 

You need a mentally tough, flexible mind in order to succeed at getting in shape or losing weight. No 

matter how noble your intent, and no matter what your history of physical activity, mental training 

can make the difference between success in attaining your goals and sticking to lifestyle changes – or 

failure. 

 

Stop beating yourself up! 

Too often we’re busy beating ourselves up over “falling off the wagon” – not doing that Tuesday lunch 

hour workout or eating a piece of that dessert in the office. We dwell on it. Our focus turns to our 

past failures and now we think, ‘here we go again’.  Your focus is on the past. Your mind is now stuck 

on something you cannot change.  Remember: if you make a mistake, you cannot undo it! The 

important thing here is how you react and thus, how you handle this minor diversion from your 

intended action and what you do next… put it out of your mind and move on to your next workout or 

meal! 

 

The ǊŜǿŀǊŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƎǊŜŀǘΧ 

Rewards can be massive – providing you have the necessary mental toughness to follow-through with 

your planned activities. You have heard of what top athletes experience. They experience being in the 

“zone.”  But, it’s not something just for athletes. Musicians, dancers and other performers experience 
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it. And guess what… it can even be experienced in the work place!  Have you ever felt the “high” of 

playing in the zone, that pure, zestful joy when everything just seems to go right? Do you do 

everything possible to play in “your zone”; or do you just exist and go through the motions and 

wonder how everyone else “does it”? 

 

Successful individuals know the secrets of mental game success in their chosen life activities. The ones 

who experience this are the ones who rise to the top. They succeed at work, play or fitness at levels 

not experienced by others. They “just do it” while others do not. They reach the top; not only because 

they had the desire, the physical and mental abilities and the opportunities, but because of a 

powerful mental game! The mental game is just as important as the physical, if not more; and has 

helped every successful person rise to the top.  Yogi Berra the famous New York Yankee endorsed 

mental skills saying, “άIŀƭŦ ǘƘŜ game is 90% mentalΦέ And Jack Nicklaus believes that success in golf is 

based 90% on the mental game and only 10% on the physical skill.  So, what do they know that most 

of us don’t? 

 

It is common for individuals to have excellent application of focus skills at work or in playing a video 

game yet not apply them to other areas of their lives. They can focus for hours and churn out fabulous 

products or services at work yet they cannot get their minds “in the game” to do those workouts on 

the schedule or eat as their dietary plan outlines.  

 

²ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŜŀŘΚ 

All the fitness club memberships, exercise equipment, barbells, aerobic videos and neighborhood 

running tracks will not get you in shape if you don’t use them. Countless millions of dollars are wasted 

annually. Where’s your head? The mental game is the difference that makes the difference. Mental 

game training will not get you in shape. It won’t replace doing the physical workouts. No matter how 

many times you visualize doing a workout, if you don’t actually go do it, you won’t be in any better 

shape. On the other hand, a strong mental game gets you to do the physical things you need to do. 
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And no matter how noble your intent and how well written your new diet the likelihood of failure is 

high without a strong mental game plan. It is one of the most overlooked skills in one’s quest for 

improved health and well-being. 

 

Dedication; ability to persist, tolerate discomfort, push limits, stick to a plan, deal with distractions or 

adverse weather conditions; control nervousness and emotional readiness level; deal constructively 

with poor performances (bad days) or injuries; even being able to drag yourself out for your workout 

today... when you don’t really feel like it – these are all mental game aspects that start with your 

ability to control your focus. 

 

As a note, throughout this e-booklet I’ll use some words interchangeably. Focus and concentration 

relate to your ability to center your mind and body on specific cues. Workout, activity, game and 

performance all relate to whatever your chosen activity is. Every step in this e-booklet can be applied 

to workout routines, diets, healthy lifestyles, work life and even breaking bad habits. It is a matter of 

focus. Focus is something you chose. 
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The Mental Skill of Concentration 

Everyone has the ability to concentrate. It could be when you are completely entranced watching a  

movie or listening to music. Have you ever noticed how kids playing a video game can be so totally 

involved that you can be right behind them calling their name and they don’t “hear” you? These are 

examples of extreme focus. They exclude all non-relevant cues and concentrate solely on the current 

activity or thought. Have you ever been so lost in thought while driving that when you realize where 

you are you can’t remember the past three miles or freeway exits? Though this example is not a 

healthy application – it is an example of focus – unfortunately it is a focus on a specific distraction – 

your internal thoughts. 

 

When you are 100% focused, only the activity you are engaged in occupies the “front and center” 

parts of your mind. Though you may be vaguely aware of your surroundings you are able to filter out 

noises and distractions. You attend to only the cues that are most relevant to your activity. Without 

thinking of the actual outcome, you take all the individual actions to get the outcomes you desire.  

 

Suzy Favor-Hamilton a premier American miler in the 90’s was asked if it was difficult getting out each 

day to do her workouts. Her response reflected single-mindedness in her focus. She said that it wasn’t 

hard at all; the decision to workout had already been made long ago. It was automatic. For her, 

distractions weren’t part of the equation. Her end result – her Olympic goal – far outweighed any day-

to-day decision-making on whether or not to do a workout.  

 

It is not only Olympians who think this way. Chris Dragon, a runner from Arizona says, “When the 

alarm goes off I do NOT hit the snooze.  I get up and go sit down on the toilet in the water closet.  

Lights on.  Door closed. After that I get dressed, brush teeth etc. and start thinking about the workout 
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ahead.  Eventually I am out the door and jogging.  The bottom line is that my brain doesn’t consider 

NOT getting out of bed an option.” Like Suzy, the decision has been made long before. 

 

Benefit more than ever from intense concentration 

Nothing can benefit you more in your chosen activity than the ability to focus and concentrate at peak 

levels. Fitness enthusiasts and health-directed individuals seek an edge over their sedentary 

counterparts. Your ability to concentrate intensely, at will, is a very high-powered edge! And it’s 

something YOU control! 

 

When you are in a zone-like focus, you have enabled your ability to perform at your peak 

performance. This means day-to-day when you must make the best of your daily circumstances and 

current physical ability. It is about doing all the workouts and eating each meal as they come. It is the 

here and now when you need to use your power of concentration and draw upon all your experience, 

including all your past workouts and successes as well as future goals. Pure concentration allows you 

to take advantage of all your mental and physical assets, at an unconscious level and perform at your 

very best. 

 

There is a high price to pay for losing control of your focus. 

When you lose concentration at a crucial moment in your day, you run the risk of making mental 

errors, losing momentum, or even getting injured. If you compete, you risk losing at your chosen 

sport. If you’re trying to maintain a healthy diet or trying to improve fitness, you end up on the roller 

coaster ride of on-again-off-again workouts, guilt trips,  and diet plans and do not reach your goals. An 

overload of distractions or input (internal or external) can happen in an instant – at which point you 

become your own worst enemy in your quest for better health and fitness. 
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Imagine getting ready to go to the fitness center for your workout on a Friday afternoon after a long 

day at work. The phone rings as you are about to leave the house. A friend on the other end invites 

you out with the gang for happy hour. In that instant if your focus changes from getting out the door 

and to your workout you take the easy way out and hit happy hour. That is the very instant that cost 

you your progress. It makes the road to your ultimate goal that much harder.  Decisions we make will 

be guided by what we focus on. 

 

The power of mental focus is available to you too! 

You cannot perform at your peak when poor concentration undermines your mental game. The most 

committed fitness enthusiast like the very best athlete is able to recognize when their concentration 

wavers and use strategies that enable them to refocus quickly and efficiently.   

It is a matter of focus. Focus is something you chose. 

 

That is what this e-booklet is about.  
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An Illustration of the Power of Focus 

 
Try the following exercise. Complete each step without reading ahead. Do as requested on this page. 

On the next page I’ll ask you to write down what you observed. Have your pen in hand but do not 

take notes during the exercise. 

 

1. Take a deep breath, relax. Close your eyes for a moment. Then continue.  

2. Do not write anything down during the exercise until directed to do so. 

3. Concentrate because you will need to write down what you observed on the next page. 

4. You have 30 seconds to complete the next item. 

5. Now, look around the room you are in. Find and remember all the things you can find that are 

red.  

6. After 30 seconds. Stop. Turn the page and now only look at the page in front of you. 

 

Turn the page to complete this exercise. 
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Now list everything you saw that was green. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

Now look around the room and see what you find that is green. What were your results? For most 

people, most of the time, if they truly concentrated solely on red items their minds tuned out the 

majority of other colored objects. Your list would have been much longer had I asked to list the 

original goal – red objects. We move towards what we focus on. Our brain overlooks what we don’t 

focus on. This is the reason the power of controlling your focus is so critical and powerful! 

 

This also illustrates that you find what you are looking for (focus). If you look for ways you are not 

committed to a health and fitness program – you will find them. If you look for ways to support your 

belief that you are committed to this lifestyle – you will find them.  

It is a matter of focus. Focus is something you chose.
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/ƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 9ƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ ά¢ƘŜ ½ƻƴŜέ ŦƻǊ tŜŀƪ tŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ 

Peak experiences in sports have unique characteristics. “In the zone” is a phrase, often used in sports 

refer to the great performances. But it’s not just for athletes any more. Similar experiences have been 

documented in many performance fields – from music to acting and from speakers to sports. Actually 

knowing how to get into the zone is often difficult for those experiencing it to explain… but they know 

it when it happens. Regardless of the variations in the fields the experience is remarkably described 

the same. 

 

What does it feel like to be in the zone? 

Someone in the zone does not fear failure; they don’t over think their performance; they are totally 

immersed in the activity; their attention is narrow not scattered; they feel in complete control and it 

is often described as being “one with the activity”. They are also immersed completely in the present, 

not thinking of the outcome or future or past. Regardless of the strenuousness of the activity it is 

often reported as being “effortless”.  

 

Similarly, the everyday athlete – who is YOU – experience it when your workout flows. You are on 

auto-pilot. You move smoothly and without hesitation between circuit workout stations. Time seems 

to move ironically both fast and almost in slow motion. 

 

Why is concentration the key to entering the zone? 

Any time that you are immersed in something in your life, you are experiencing, at least the 

beginnings, or edge of the zone. You are familiar with how a major interruption feels, when intensely 

focused on something, even if it is just reading a book. Perhaps you have experienced it while working 

on a project – working without notice to phones ringing, lunch time, or people walking past your 

office. 
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When someone is truly in the zone, they are able to filter out nearly all distractions and interruptions. 

Anything that is irrelevant to that activity is ignored. This is an amazing capability of the human brain; 

to ignore stimuli that are not needed at that moment in time and in addition the ability to 

concentrate on something important. 

 

You are bombarded continually with stimuli from everywhere – through all your senses; your vision, 

hearing, sense of touch and even smell. When you can learn to filter out the distractions and focus 

only on the important stuff in the here and now you have mastered the elusive art of getting into the 

zone.  

 

It is never too late to learn how to improve your concentration and focus – and train yourself in the 

crucial skill of getting into, and staying in, your own zone.  

It is a matter of focus. Focus is something you chose. 
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How Well Can YOU Concentrate?  

 
You cannot fix what you don’t know is wrong. You start by assessing your current ability to focus. Do 

you know how well you can concentrate when you are working, playing or working out? To begin: 

think back over your most recent workouts, various activities or work days and ask yourself some 

questions about how well you focused – stayed on task – carried through. 

 

Did you start the day in a focused state of mind or did it take you a while to get dialed in?  

Were you “in the now,” aware of your body and everything happening around you?  

Were you thinking about how important the workout or task was to you or wondering how 

well your co-workers were doing?  

Were you thinking ahead to things that might go wrong – barriers you might face - and 

worrying about them?  

Or did your mind wander to completely unrelated things, for example, remembering to do an 

errand later, on the way home or an argument with your significant other or boss? 

Was your mind on past or future events?  

 

Distractions can be categorized as external or internal. An external distraction can trigger an internal 

distraction. In either case, your awareness of them is the first step in avoiding the pitfalls of 

distractions that lead you to repeated errors, or failed actions.  

 

External distractions 

Recall your last effort to do a workout and specifically how you dealt with distractions. Distractions 

can come from outside, from the environment – such as the weather, wind direction and so on – or 

from other people – co-workers, friends, significant others. 
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What distractions broke your concentration? Most likely, you have your own specific distractions 

which differ from the next person. Some people have a low tolerance for noise, and an unusual or 

annoying noise can be highly distracting. Others are highly sensitive to physical factors such as the 

weather. 

 

Lahcen Fatimi a top age-group runner in Arizona dispenses with these distractions during his track 

workouts by dismissing them. He openly states to everyone that “there’s no wind in my lane” and 

“there’s no heat in my lane.” Even the humor in his statements facilitates minimizing the affects of 

external distractions – the weather – and allows focus to gravitate towards the workout at hand. 

 

Make a list of your top 10 external distractions that affect you the most. (These will be activity-

specific.) Be candid with your answers. They may be similar in different activities (a personal pattern) 

or they may be different depending on what you are doing. List them by activity (such as “eating 

right”, “exercising”, “going to fitness center” and “going for a run”). You must get specific. If your 

distractions from “eating right” at home differ from eating right at wrok in the afternoon then be sure 

to identify them. Rate on a scale of 1 to 10, how distracting each interruption is (10 is extremely 

distracting). Know your enemy – your own distractions! 

 

Internal distractions  

You can also be distracted by your own thoughts that flow freely into your mind, when you least need 

them. When performing, you should be concentrating on your immediate role or task and be present 

in the here and now. Any self-judgments you make like “am I lifting as much weight as the others?” or 

“I wish I had more time in the day to workout” or “what a lousy day at work” are not helpful during a 

workout. 
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Make a list of the internal distractions that you think have interrupted your focus over the past few 

months on your key activities. Again, rate them on a scale of 1 to 10. 

 

Your ability to re-focus 

Finally, assess how well you are able to regain control of your concentration when it breaks down. If 

something disturbs you and causes you to lose focus, does this continue to affect you of the rest of 

the workout? Or does it only take a few minutes? Or – best of all – just a few seconds? Or – on the 

other side of the spectrum – does it take the rest of the day to get over it and get back in the “game”? 

 

Top athletes and most individuals who are highly successful in their fitness and health endeavors can 

re-focus within seconds or less. You too can learn how to do this! You’ve already taken the first steps 

by doing the exercises by candidly assessing your distractions and ability to refocus.   

It is a matter of focus. Focus is something you chose. 
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The Psychology of Elite Athletes  

Have you watched Steve Nash of the Phoenix Suns at the free-throw line? He has a very predictable 

pattern before shooting each free throw. He throws the ball to the referee; he feels the edge of his 

shorts with one hand; licks his fingers of his other hand, gets the ball back, bounces the ball three 

times and then shoots. This pattern doesn’t vary. He’s one of the all-time best free-throw shooters of 

all time. The pattern helps him focus his mind on the task at hand – shooting a free-throw.  

 

This routine is called a pre-shot routine. Most athletes use them in just about every sport you can 

think of. But it is not just for athletes! You too can use them to do your best to refocus your efforts in 

the right direction at home, at work or at play.  

 

Have you ever noticed how often you read in the paper or see on ESPN how often athletes draw upon 

sports psychology?  What is the difference to a “clutch” player and someone who “chokes”? One does 

not get distracted by the situation or the environment; stays in the moment; and focuses on the task 

relevant cues – despite what is on the line! Are you a “clutch” player in your own fitness lifestyle? Can 

others depend on you coming through? Do you get others to show up for a workout or are you the 

one giving in to happy hour? It is a matter of focus. 

 

Have you ever noticed how different music has affects on you? Ever notice how a certain song 

reminds you of a certain time, place or event and even can generate the same feelings you 

experienced at that time? This is another method of getting your focus. It’s different for everyone. 

Find the music that stimulates thoughts of taking action, following through and working out.  
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In addition to a pre-performance routine that incorporates a physical movement or cue it can also be 

purely a mental process – a routine that you go through in your mind that gets you to the proper 

focus. Ian Chapple, a physical therapist and runner says “On an everyday basis the keys for keeping 

me focused are preparation (night before) and routine (following a schedule on paper) and being able 

to check it off after each work out. The sense of accomplishment reinforces my focus each day!” 

 

 

You spend plenty of time and money on your activity. Billions of dollars are spent yearly on fitness 

related equipment and activities. Countless portions of that money are spent on items that collect 

dust in someone’s home or on memberships that go unused. Now is the time to get the mental part 

of your game together with your physical. Now is the time to get the right mindset – the right focus – 

to take advantage of your fitness and health investments. 

 

These same powerful skills of concentration or focus can be used by anyone, anywhere in 

uncountable scenarios of life in order to become more effective. Whether it is getting focused 

through a “pre-performance” routine that gets you to do your workout; or whether it is a “pre-

performance” routine that gets you in the right mindset to perform your best presentation to the 

board of directors; every “executive athleteέ can benefit from mastering the power of focus!    

It is a matter of focus. Focus is something you chose.
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What are the Key Elements of Concentration? 

An important element in sports psychology is learning to concentrate on what is important to 

performance in the present moment. For any particular sport or activity, and for each individual 

performer,. There are specific sensory cues that are highly relevant and require the “players’” full 

attention, if they are to perform at their very best. 

 

Some of these are obvious, in football for example; a teammate indicating that he is about to pass 

you the ball is of critical importance. Some cues are more individual. For instance, the act of putting 

on running shoes may be the trigger to change focus and change roles from parent to “athlete”. For 

someone else they may have a specific routine prior to going out to run that cues his mind and body 

into the ideal state for getting the workout in. 

 

Performance cues are used by the best 

Though everyone is unique, the most powerful cues incorporate multiple senses - sight, sound and 

touch. Dwight Stones, was one of America’s all-time best track & field high jumpers. He had a pre-

jump routine which included slowly swaying back and forth, visualizing each stride of his approach, his 

head moved following each stride, and then he physically rose up on his toes as he visualized lifting 

off and clearing the bar. It was repeated identically before every jump. This process kept him in the 

moment, focused on the current jump – not on a recent miss or the weather or his competition. 

 

This focus is not just for elite athletes. 

Everyday athletes (that’s YOU) use them too! A runner lays out their workout clothes the night before 

an early morning run and places their socks inside the shoes; they put out fruit on the table with a cup 

for their drink; they mix their favorite sports drink and place it in the refrigerator. They have set 

themselves up to focus on those relevant cues to get them out the door for their workout.  Most 
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importantly you need to focus on the most relevant cues to your performance. What someone says 

about your performance is not relevant. How bad your last workout went is not relevant. Similarly, if 

your attention is drawn to the to-do list on the kitchen counter; or you start thinking about problems 

at work or with your children; or if you think about workouts you did NOT complete this week; you 

will be drawn away from doing what is important NOW.  

It is a matter of focus. Focus is something you chose. 
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Use a Process Focus to Perform Your Best 

What is a process focus? 

Consistent success in any fitness, diet or health routine just like in any sport relies on the ability to 

stay in the present – sometimes referred to as the here and now. In sports, worrying about a mistake 

you just made will only lead to more mistakes. Likewise, if you focus on the workouts you missed; 

what you ate that was outside your diet; or any other life distractions, it will only lead you to diverge 

further from your ultimate goals. Process focus literally means to concentrate on the “process” of the 

activity itself. This is critical to top performances. It involves focusing on the relevant performance 

cues and being free of being distracted by extraneous cues.  

 

How do you develop your own personal process focus? 

In order to develop a process focus you must first identify all the relevant cues that will help you 

execute your activity. You can do this mentally, as homework, by quietly sitting and reviewing a 

recent exercise session systematically, in your mind. 

 

In sports, athletes must know what their role is for each play and decide on the thoughts, images and 

feelings that he needs to perform well. For each workout (running, spin class, aerobics) or portion of a 

workout (circuit training and treadmill) what do you need to focus on in order to complete the 

workout as prescribed in your workout schedule? 

A baseball player going out to bat needs to tune in to where he stands in the batter’s box, hold his bat 

as he has practiced, know the pitch count and anticipate pitches, hone in on the pitcher’s wind up, 

pick-up the spin on the ball, level his bat for a swing. On the other hand, he needs to omit task 

irrelevant cues such as crowds booing, players heckling him, thinking about his last at bat – a strike-

out, the wind blowing and the sun shining. This is what a process focus is. You must do the same for 

your chosen activity. 
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Identify the key performance cues 

Critical to the success of fitness seekers is an established routine and workout schedule. If your 

workouts are left up to how you feel on a given day, your workouts will vary with your “in the 

moment” focus! Schedules establish a focus for the day’s workout. Schedules establish a pattern 

which creates predictability. Schedules create a system to follow and provide a key motivator in 

tracking progress. Schedules provide an initial focal point. 

 

Next, identify the important performance cues in your chosen activity. For instance, if you work out at 

the fitness center weight machine:  

¶ Set your water bottle away from the machine 

¶ Set the equipment and resistance (weight) settings 

¶ Mentally imagine the proper form or technique needed 

¶ Think of your target repetitions for this exercise 

¶ Chose a visual focal point before your first rep 

For another example, perhaps you are a runner and just want to head out the door of your house 

early the next morning: 

¶ The night before:  

o Lay out clothes  

o Put a pair of socks in your running shoes 

o Mix your exercise drink and put it in the refrigerator 

¶ In the morning: 

o Check your workout schedule to get your distance and pace in your head 

o Check the laces on your shoes 
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o Check the weather and be sure you are dressed appropriately 

o Take your last drink of fluids 

o Secure your house key 

o Start your warm-up 

o Rehearse your workout in your mind 

 

After establishing a schedule and then identifying your key cues, learn to focus on them one at a time 

with each part of your workout, ignoring any distractions that arise. Cues are different at different 

points along your workout. So, be sure to identify those relevant cues. For instance, what do you 

focus on in order to get yourself to run hard on the hilly portions of your run or do a proper cool-

down after your workout? Self-talk can be one component to get you focused. Gene Jochen, a runner 

from Ontario Canada says, “When I’m faced with a real challenging workout or when I’m hitting the 

wall in a long run or race, I’ll use lots of positive self-talk.  My mantra for my 100 miler was ‘dig-deep, 

dig-deep’.  I repeated that over and over.” Focus on those cues and you will achieve your optimum 

performance on a more regular basis! 

It is a matter of focus. Focus is something you chose. 
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Losing Focus Costs ς And Why it Happens 

Focus ebbs and flows. Focus varies by situation, by person and by activity. Even the best and most 

“focused” athletes cannot remain focused 100% of the time. They lose concentration from time to 

time but have learned how to quickly re-focus. However, losing focus can cost games and more. 

 

John McEnroe was known as an emotional and fiery tennis player. He often yelled at umpires and 

slammed rackets down after what he viewed as “bad calls” or when he simply played poorly. Indeed, 

he did win many tournaments. However, in a recent interview he stated that he realizes he did not 

help himself with his outbursts and could have performed even better than he did – he could have 

won more matches and tournaments. 

 

Running on a treadmill requires focus on a specific even stride, staying centered on the tread, not 

drifting backwards or forwards nor left or right too much. Stephanie Peabody, a runner in Arizona, 

learned the hard way what distractions can do to you on a treadmill; not once but twice!  One time a 

ringing phone caused her to turn her head. She fell on the treadmill and broke her arm. A second time 

the TV caused her to lose focus and caused her to fall flat on her face on the treadmill breaking her 

nose. This is the cost of not attending to the relevant cues of running on a treadmill. This is the cost of 

a loss of focus.  

 

Then there is the person we all know who after a disappointment begins to think negative thoughts 

and becomes depressed (internal) and falls off the diet by eating a month’s worth of sweets – they 

have fallen prey to the same pattern. It is not just for elite athletes anymore! It may cost an elite 

athlete the game - it costs you your health! 
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There will always be external distractions 

Distractions are indeed inevitable. The key is in how we handle them. If it is not an opponent, it is the 

weather, or workout mates who don’t show up, or equipment failure, or any one of hundreds of 

things that can go wrong or cause your attention to wander. For McEnroe, initially the “distraction” 

was external – a “bad” call. He had no control over this but he did control over how he chose to react. 

Unfortunately, he turned the external stimulus (the one he couldn’t control) into an internal one – 

reacting with frustration and anger (which he could have controlled). This is a critical point that 

everyone has to come to terms with. We cannot control external distractions but we can control 

how we react to them. It is a matter of focus. Focus is something you chose.  

 

You can learn to control your inner responses 

When someone says something nasty to us we have a number of responses. We could start to believe 

what was said and start to doubt ourselves. We could be embarrassed by what is said. We could stop 

and walk away. We could scream back at the person. We could flash hand gestures back. We could 

decide to punch him in the nose. Each of these is a distracted response. They take us away from our 

activity and performing the best possible. On the other hand we could also choose to ignore the 

comments – water off a duck’s back.  

 

Refocusing is a key to success 

Distractions, both internal and external, will inevitably exist in the sporting world as well as in 

everyday life. One of the key skills a successful person must learn is how to recognize that they are 

distracted and then regain focus quickly and efficiently. Success with exercise programs, diets and of 

course sports count on this ability. 

It is a matter of focus. Focus is something you chose. 
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Mental Toughness Secrets to Boost Concentration 

You have now identified some key elements or performance cues to focus on in your targeted activity. 

Now, let’s use them to help you be your best and do it more consistently. 

 

Memorize and rehearse your performance cues 

Once you know your performance cues, you need to commit them to memory. Learn your 

performance cues so they are ingrained and automatic. This is how you embed performance cues in 

your subconscious - mentally practice your performance or activity beforehand. See yourself 

successfully accomplishing your goals – both long term but more importantly short term – immediate 

– in the moment objectives. 

 

If you get in the habit of rehearsing your performance, in order to prepare your mind for the real 

thing, you’ll be doing exactly what most of the best athletes in the world do. This is no different than 

the everyday athlete who rehearses getting to her workout for the day or eating the right things on 

her diet. Memorizing performance cues for each time you eat may sound ridiculous – but it is in fact 

the missing element that would keep people on their dietary target. 

 

Know what you can control and what you cannot 

It is vital that you learn on both the conscious and subconscious level what you can and cannot 

control in the activity ahead – and in life in general. Many environmental factors are completely 

outside of your control, for example the action of friends, family, workout mates, your competition, 

the weather.  

 

On the other hand, you control things such as your thoughts and behavior, your focus on routines and 

your focus on the relevant performance cues. You can learn to put aside mental distractions by 

deliberately focusing your mind on your performance cues.   
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“Mental preparation for a tough workout is the key for me. I think about each lap or each mile [time 

trial] and how I would like to feel. I think about my body running smoothly and efficiently. I like to 

visualize crossing each time point a little ahead of what coach had planned. I visualize myself breaking 

barriers and setting new PR’s” says Duane Slade a Boston Marathon qualifier from Arizona. 

 

Regain focus 

Self-awareness is a key to regaining focus. If you do not recognize that you’ve lost concentration, lost 

a focus on performance cues, you cannot correct it. 

 

Focus is not a passive activity. Left unattended, our minds wander to many things. Most of these 

things are not relevant to the current activity. Our minds race ahead, behind and all over. Therefore, 

focus and regaining focus doesn’t just “happen”. One analogy PC users might relate to is pressing the 

“refresh” key on the computer – just press “F5” to refresh the page or screen. We must actively 

refresh and redirect our consciousness to the relevant performance related cues.  

It is a matter of focus. Focus is something you chose. 
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The Three wΩǎ ƻŦ wŜŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ 

The secret to improved concentration is a simple strategy sport psychologist Dr. Patrick Cohn calls 

“The Three R’s”. Anyone can use this important strategy to effectively learn how to concentrate, and 

ultimately, how to achieve peak performance in any part of life. Like any skill recognizing when you 

become distracted and then refocusing requires time, practice and commitment. 

 

¢ƘŜ ¢ƘǊŜŜ wΩǎ ŦƻǊ wŜŦƻŎusing 

1. Recognize – you first must recognize that you have lost focus. This is the first and vital step to 

refocusing. 

2. Regroup – once you have identified that you are distracted, you need to break free from the 

distraction. 

3. Refocus – make a mental adjustment and get back to relevant performance cues. 

 

Discard the thought 

It is simple. The longer you dwell on the distraction the more disruptive it is to your performance. You 

must understand that you control your reaction and you have to do something about it. This is not a 

passive process. 

 

Verbal triggers are a powerful way to reinforce letting go of distractions. Verbal commands can be 

said to yourself, inside your head. Or, you can say them aloud, usually loud enough that only you will 

hear it. This is a way to use your auditory sense to help you get back on track. Some of those verbal 

cues might be: 

¶ “Let go. Just let go.” 

¶ “Stop!” 
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¶ “Move on” 

¶ “Get back in the game!” 

¶ “It’s now!” 

¶ “Forget it.” 

¶ “Refresh” 

 

Remember that scenario early in this e-book about driving and not even noticing the past few miles? 

This was a focus on a distraction (you should be paying attention to driving); the verbal cues help you 

break that inappropriate focus and return to the task relevant cues. In this case you might tell yourself 

“drive!”  

 

Verbal cues can be coupled with visual images or auditory input for further power and reinforcement. 

You might picture a big red stop sign in your head for instance. Or, you can snap your fingers to send 

an auditory signal to yourself. 

 

Sometimes you can restart your pre-shot or pre-performance routine and get rolling again – such as 

with a golf shot or free throw. Other times, in continuous activities, let’s say swimming laps or running 

a race, you don’t stop to refocus. You do it quickly while continuing the activity. And the faster you 

can refocus, the more successful you will be. Don’t let one mistake lead to another. Don’t let the 

thoughts of stopping a workout seep in and have you stop before your workout is complete.  

 

At this point, you have recognized that you were distracted; you ceased attending to the distraction 

and now you must actually refocus – attend to the task relevant cues once again. Immediately re-
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engage with your activity. What is most important right now? What should you pay attention to? 

What is most relevant right now? 

 

Select a personally powerful phrase to help you refocus in the present moment. You can even use a 

physical cue such as making a fist (to represent power or anchor a good move) and have a cue word 

that you say aloud such as “yes” or “now”. While swimming laps in a pool, touch of the end of the 

pool with authority as if to tell yourself “I’m back in it – I’m going to finish this workout!” 

 

Commit to improvement 

None of this happens by chance or without preparation. Researchers have found that the most 

important difference between Olympic medalists and non-medalists was the extent that their coping 

strategies were practiced and internalized. What this means to you is that you have to practice the 

right mindset – that “right” focus – if you expect it to become more natural. Olympic level and 

professional athletes hone the skill of focus and refocus over years of work. They integrate it into 

practices and “competition-like” scenarios so that they can call upon these skills during even the most 

intense competitions. It does not happen by chance; only through dedicated work. You didn’t come to 

think the way you do overnight. It won’t change overnight. One thing is sure; if you are patient you 

will have great rewards from mastering the skill of concentration. 

Remember, it is a matter of focus… and focus is something you chose. 
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