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Foreword 

If you are determined to max your potential, you need to read 
this book.  

I coached the author of Make the Leap, Bryan Green, at UCLA 
in the late 1990s. Bryan displayed a curious intellect about effec-
tive training and what it took to be successful. He was talented 
but had to learn to adjust to older, even more talented team-
mates. As he went through that process, it sparked a desire to get 
better at every aspect of his life, which continues to this day.  

Make the Leap is a culmination of everything Bryan learned in 
athletics and in a life of varied experiences. It starts with “Think 
Better. Train Better.” Throughout my career, I always found that 
mental preparation was the key to my athletes’ success. From 
doing the right workouts to executing in races to making good 
life choices, it all starts in your head. I put a lot of my emphasis 
on this as a coach. 

This book will make you a better runner because it will help 
you think better about every part of your training. You will do 
each workout with more purpose. You will prepare better for 
your competitions. And you will see clearly what Bryan calls the 
“hidden training program.” The result is you will max your po-
tential and make a leap. 



But this book is much more than about training. Make the Leap 
is a blueprint for living your life at a more productive level. Read-
ing this book will help you get more out of each day. Bryan uses 
the latest psychological studies to explain why we come up short 
of our goals, and how to change our routines and habits to in-
crease our energy levels to achieve more. You will be motivated 
to plan and prioritize your thoughts and actions to operate at 
your highest level. 

If this book was available when I was coaching, I would have 
strongly recommended my athletes and my assistant coaches to 
read it at the start of each season and refer back to it when they 
hit a difficult patch in training, in school, or in life in general.  

The great athletes I’ve had the good fortune to coach all had 
many of the attributes listed in this book. Meb, who had the 
longest career at the top, had them all.  

I learned a lot of useful ideas from Bryan’s book about staying 
motivated and focused on what’s important in life. I am confi-
dent you will have the same experience. 

Bob Larsen 
Four-time NCAA Coach of the Year at UCLA, Retired 
Olympic Distance Coach - Athens 2004 
National Track and Field Hall of Fame 
Head Toad 
Brentwood, CA 
August 2020 
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Introduction 

T here are countless running books that give you training 
programs, workout templates, and conversion tables. 
Others are filled with heartwarming stories and philo-

sophical quotes.  
This is not one of those books. 
This book focuses on the most important aspect of running 

that nobody seems to talk about: how to think about training. 
Everyday countless runners put in the work to get better and yet 
they unknowingly hold themselves back. It’s not the workouts! 
It’s our approach to them. 

I assume you’ve got the physical part of training covered. I 
want to help you improve the mental part. 

Mental Training Matters 
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This book is based on one simple premise: the better we think 
about our training, the better we will train. Think better, train bet-
ter.  

Our brains are prediction factories, and our expectations are 
their outputs. We input raw materials: future goals, prior experi-
ences, belief in our abilities, cognitive biases, enjoyment, doubt, 
responsibility, fear, motivation, and concentration. We turn the 
dial to some point in the future, the end of the season or next 
weekend’s race. Then whirrr: out comes a shiny new expecta-
tion. 

We create expectations about literally everything: the weath-
er, the food we eat, other people, the news, the latest films, and 
everything in between. We get some new info, turn the dial and 
whirrr goes the factory. 

This whirrr occurs in our training, too. We set expectations 
about what we will do, how it will feel, how important it is, what 
others will do, what our coaches think, what our coaches think 
we think. The minute you think about an aspect of your training, 
you’ve already formed an expectation about it. 

So why does this matter? Because our expectations set the ceil-
ing for our achievement.  

“Our expectations set the ceiling for our 
achievement.” 

Our expectations guide how we train. How hard we work. 
How anxious, stressed, or excited we feel. How much we pre-
pare. How much (and how) we analyze our performance. How 
we interpret success or failure and how we structure our days 
around our training program. Expectations influence everything. 

As dedicated runners, we put in countless hours of hard work. 
We can’t let our expectations limit our potential. We need a men-
tal framework that ensures our expectations are guiding us to-
ward excellence.  

I will give you that mental framework. 
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Naive Beginnings (Running Without Expectations) 

I was always a talented runner. Running came easy to me and I en-
joyed it. Over three years in high school I set a bunch of school records, 
won some league championships, and got noticed by colleges.  

But my success masked a bigger failure: I didn’t improve much 
over those three years. I was “the best in school history” after 
one year, improved a little the next year, and then stalled out 
there. 

The reality is my mental frameworks for learning and training 
were broken. The way I thought held me back. 

The clearest example: I did all of my runs with my shoes un-
tied. For three years! I decided that tying shoes was a waste of 
time (in general) and I treated practice just like the rest of the 
day. If we weren’t doing intervals, I just ran at “untied shoes” 
pace and called it a day. 

I share that story because it seems so colossally dumb now. 
But I wasn’t a dumb kid. I did great in school, picked up new 
concepts quickly, did well in sports, and got along well with 
everyone. I seemed to have it all figured out, and yet I so clearly 
didn’t.  

The truth is, school and sports came too easy to me. I devel-
oped a mindset that my talent determined my success. For me, 
the challenge was the opposite: to succeed while putting in as 
little effort as possible. That was the best way to demonstrate 
how talented I was. I thought it made me look better if I won de-
spite never tying my shoes.  1

I eventually walked-on at UCLA. When Bob Larsen  called me 2

and said he would have a spot for me, I signed right up. I knew 
next to nothing about his or the program’s storied history, just 

 I don’t blame my coaches or high school program for this. I love my coaches, team1 -
mates, and still cherish the entire experience. I had so much fun! But looking back, I defi-
nitely did not have the right mindset about training.

 The head coach at UCLA my first three years, and Mebrahtom (Meb) Keflezighi’s long-2

time coach. He had a good career.
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that they had Meb Keflezighi,  who was the best collegiate run3 -
ner in the country.  

My first run with the team was a wake-up call. Guys were talk-
ing about their summer training, and many had run 100 miles 
per week. I had done my typical summer training of…lightly jog-
ging occasionally. The workout that day was a 9-mile tempo run. 
Nine miles was the farthest I’d ever run in my life. Meb and some 
other guys were running between 5:00 to 5:15 mile pace. That 
was my 3-mile race pace. (Gulp.) 

As we walked to the start one of the guys said, “You gonna tie 
your shoes?”  

I played it cool. “Oh…yeah, haha.” I laced them up. I felt way 
way way out of my league. And yes, that first run was a debacle. 
But I survived and learned my first two lessons. College runners 
run a lot and serious runners tie their shoes.  

I spent my first year injured. The following two years I was a 
solid contributor. I made the traveling squads. I finished seventh 
at the PAC-10 Championships 10,000 meters. In cross country, 
my best finish at the NCAA Western Regional Cross Country 
championships was in the high 40s. 

I wanted badly to be better, but I struggled to reconcile two 
competing ideas. I still believed performance was a reflection of 
talent. I trained everyday with national champions like Meb Ke-
flezighi, Mark Hauser,  and Jesse Strutzel,  who did workouts I 4 5

couldn’t dream of doing.  The rest of us were a couple levels be6 -
low them and we accepted that as our reality. 

 Winner of Boston and NYC Marathons, Olympic Silver Medalist, former American 3

Record holder at 10,000m, 4xNCAA Champion. Among many other accomplishments. 
His Bio: https://marathonmeb.com/meb-keflezighi/

 Sub-4 miler, Mark anchored the 1999 American Record NCAA Championship distance 4

medley relay team.

 2000 NCAA Indoor 800m champ, ran 1:45, ran 1200m leg of 1999 American Record 5

NCAA Championship distance medley relay team. Changed his name to Jesse Warren.

 I still remember watching Mark Hauser run a 4:00 mile…in practice…in his 4th mile 6

repeat! It was thrilling, even as I was struggling to finish my 4th repeat some 150 meters 
behind!
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On the other hand, there were guys I beat in high school who 
had made a leap and were better than me. A couple were even 
competitive with Mark and Jesse. I didn’t believe they were more 
talented than me. But if not, why wasn’t I running at their level? 

What I didn’t know, what I couldn’t really conceive at the 
time, is that despite how hard I was working, I wasn’t get-
ting anywhere close to 100% out of myself. 

By the end of my third year, I was trying to set higher expecta-
tions for myself. But I still had one problem. I didn’t believe in 
them. 

A Better Prediction Factory 

The idea of our brain as a prediction factory is what’s called a 
mental model. A mental model is a way of simplifying real world 
situations to better understand them.  

We all know how factories work. We can use that concept to 
better understand how our brains create expectations. 

If you want to improve the product made at a factory, you 
have a few options: improve the machinery, improve your pro-
cesses, or get better materials. In the context of expectation-set-
ting, you can improve brain health, improve the way you process 
information and make decisions, or input better thoughts and 
beliefs. 

Let’s start with brain health. If you are too tired, undernour-
ished, dehydrated, over-stressed, and consistently distracted it 
puts a large strain on your brain. Part of keeping any factory 
running smoothly is keeping up with the maintenance. The same 
applies to how you think. 

The way we process information and make decisions is our 
main focus. Some machines make higher quality widgets than 
other machines. Similarly, some thought processes result in bet-
ter outcomes. Part of making better expectations is having the 
right mental frameworks for understanding the world and know-
ing when to use them.  

5



But having the right frameworks in place isn’t enough. How 
we use them is equally important. When do we turn them on 
and off? How do they connect with each other? What are we do-
ing to calibrate them? We need effective processes and systems 
in place to ensure we get the most out of ourselves.  

Lastly, we can input better thoughts and beliefs. You can’t 
source crap materials and use them to create a luxury product. 
No matter how much you try, the result will be obvious. The 
same goes for our approach to training. If you input flawed ideas 
and unproductive beliefs into your head, you will produce un-
productive expectations. 

Here is the good news. We have a lot of influence over all 
three of these areas. We can live healthy lifestyles that keep our 
brains well maintained. We can gain a better understanding of 
how the world works, how our brains work, and how our 
thoughts tie into our real world results. And we can cultivate 
productive thoughts and quickly identify unproductive ones.  

When we create habits and systems around all of these areas, 
we build high quality expectations into the core of our training 
routine. The improvement that follows can be almost immediate. 

My First Leap 

The spring of my third year I enrolled in Education 80, a 
course focused on the college experience.  It was my first intro7 -
duction to social psychology and the theory of learning and 
achievement. 

The class changed my life. It introduced me to frameworks 
and concepts to better understand my own performance, both in 
the class and on the track. I took many more courses in these 
areas and have pursued a lifelong interest in learning and 
achievement theory. 

 I will always be thankful to my teammate Scott Abbott who recommended the course to 7

me.
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The principles, frameworks and mental models I learned in 
those courses forced me to challenge my assumptions.  The way 8

I described it to a friend at the time was feeling like Neo in The 
Matrix when he sees walls of 1s and 0s and intuitively under-
stands how the Matrix works. I felt similarly empowered (minus 
the cool visuals).  

I made a few changes: 
• I reframed my understanding of ability and potential, which 

raised my expectations 
• I identified and corrected key negative habits and thought 

processes, and 
• I began to appreciate the relationship between engaging in a 

subject and developing mastery and expertise 

I have to note here: I was not discussing this with my 
coaches.  I was still doing the same workouts, just thinking about 9

them differently. And then making better decisions about how I 
spent my time outside of practice. 

The improvements in my running were immediate. I made a 
dramatic leap. My junior year I finished in the top ten in every 
cross country race, and qualified for the NCAA Championships 
as an individual. I then dropped over a minute in the 10k and fin-
ished 3rd at the PAC-10 Championships.  

I also saw remarkable improvement in my studies. I put the 
same amount of effort into my classes, but my grades went up 
and my learning increased. This was all a bonus for me, as I 
wasn’t focused on my academics at the time. But I noticed it 
happening, and I could tell the two were related. 

My senior year was tougher. I had injuries, illnesses, and my 
father passed away after prolonged health problems. But despite 
it all, I won my first (and only) collegiate cross country meet and 

 The Optimal Training Principles were initially derived from the PALS learning frame8 -
work developed by Winston Doby.

 Coach Larsen retired that year, and was succeeded by Eric Peterson (currently Director 9

of Cross Country and Track and Field at Tulane University) and Helen Lehman-Winters 
(currently the associate head coach at the University of Oregon).
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I qualified again for NCAAs. I also ran close to my personal best 
times on the track that spring.  

At the time, I felt extremely frustrated. I had expected the leap 
to continue. That didn’t happen but I also didn’t regress. I had 
established a new “normal.” 

After graduating I stopped running competitively. But I didn’t 
stop using the mental approach that helped me to make a leap. 
In fact, I found it to be applicable to every area of my life. 

I used it to learn two languages ( Japanese and Italian). I used 
it to excel at graduate school. I used it to navigate complex con-
sulting projects at Fortune 50 companies and later applied the 
mindset daily to excel in my career at Apple. I used it to organize 
international conferences and even launch a startup. I now teach 
these concepts at one of Japan’s leading universities. 

The mindset I cultivated to run faster ended up improving 
every aspect of my life. The more I research it, the more I find 
that great performers in all areas use these same principles to 
achieve their success. Great performers think alike.  

There are two reasons why it’s critical for every athlete to im-
prove how they think about training. First, it makes you better, 
faster. It is the low hanging fruit of improvement. Second, adopt-
ing it in one aspect of your life will make it available to you to use 
anywhere. Unlike physical skills, it is universally transferrable. 

Reason #1: Mental Training is Low Hanging Fruit 

You may have heard the expression “low hanging fruit.” The 
low hanging fruit is the easiest to pick from the tree. It gives the 
most benefit for the least effort. More bang for your buck. 

Mental training—improving our prediction factories—is the low 
hanging fruit for aspiring athletes. Countless athletes—perhaps 
even you—are working hard, doing good workouts, and trying to 
improve. But something isn’t clicking. 

The workouts are not the problem. Having a better mental 
framework to understand training is what’s missing. It doesn’t 
matter how good the training plan is if you are holding yourself 
back mentally.  
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“It doesn’t matter how good the training plan is 
if you are holding yourself back mentally.” 

Here’s what happens when you train how you think. You en-
gage more. You prioritize better. You take more responsibility. 
You focus on the quality of your effort. You learn better from 
mistakes. You train purposefully. You systematize your life. And 
you raise your expectations. 

Any one of these improvements can lead to better workouts. 
The combined power of these positive changes is a profound in-
crease in the quality of your training. And that will lead to a big 
leap.  

Here’s the best thing: you don’t even need to change your 
workouts. The leap comes from optimizing what you’re already 
doing. 

Reason #2: Mental Training is Transferrable 

This brings us to the second (and biggest) reason mental train-
ing is important: it is transferrable. Running faster and making a 
leap is the short-term benefit. The long-term benefit is in what 
thinking better will do for the rest of your life. 

The physical skills and specific knowledge we get in sports 
rarely transfers outside the sport. They only truly get used while 
we do the sport. 

But thinking better transfers to any field. More and more re-
search is showing how experts in numerous fields use the same 
fundamental approach to succeed. You can, too. 

So if these ideas apply to every field, why focus on running? 
Why not write a general book for a general audience? Two rea-
sons.  

First, running is special to me. My success in running, modest 
as it was, made me the person I am today. I want all runners to 
maximize their abilities and get the most out of the sport. 

Second, abstract ideas are useless. Ideas have to be applied. 
Running provides the perfect setting to practice these concepts. 

9



• Success is clearly defined and unambiguous  
• You are already motivated to get better  
• You have countless daily opportunities to test small 

changes, and 
• Running faster is by itself worth the minimal investment 

you’ll put in 

Once you apply these ideas, you’ll see immediate improve-
ment in your running. It will validate the approach. I don’t have 
to sell you on the long-term benefits. You will get those for free.  

Setting Expectations 

Here’s what you can expect. Each chapter is centered around 
an Optimal Training Principle. There are 11 in total. These prin-
ciples are core beliefs shared by champions and experts in every 
field. I introduce them, explain them with some details, and then 
give some tips for how to integrate them into your training. 

The book is split into two parts. Part 1 focuses on Attitudes, 
Beliefs, and Values. Part 2 focuses on Effort and Behavior. Mixed 
in throughout are shorter chapters I call Spotlights. Here I intro-
duce powerful ideas that I’ve found to be helpful in my own im-
provement. 

I should also note: I’ve made a supplementary workbook  10

that includes actionable questions and activities you can do to 
apply the concepts in the book to your training. If you have the 
workbook, I recommend reviewing those questions at the end of 
each chapter. If not, no worries, you don’t need it to make a 
leap. 

Before we get to the Optimal Training Principles, however, 
let’s review what it means to “make a leap.” It’s not just a catchy 
phrase. It’s the natural, predictable result of a specific kind of 
training process.  

 Available at maketheleapbook.com10

10



1. What is a “Leap”? Understanding 
Feedback Loops 

I  sometimes wonder who made the biggest leap in the history 
of running. Whose improvement from one season to the 
next was so large that it simply defied common sense? 

The biggest, most impressive leap by someone I know was 
made by my friend and teammate Jon Rankin. 

Jon arrived at UCLA and quickly established himself as a solid 
1500 meter runner. He ran 3:47 as a freshman and won the 1500 
meter race at the Junior U.S. Championships. Then for the next 
three years, he struggled with injuries and inconsistency, and 
made few improvements to his personal bests. He was extremely 
frustrated, and considered quitting. 

Jon expected to be an elite miler. But he wasn’t achieving that 
goal. He didn’t even feel he was making progress. The disconnect 
between his goals and his performance made him feel like a fail-
ure.  
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Midway through his junior year, he did a complete reset. He 
made a conscious effort to change the way he thought about his 
training. Rather than focus on his big goals, he decided to em-
phasize doing the work and enjoying it. He was no longer going 
to judge himself on his results. He would focus only on his execu-
tion.  

A remarkable thing happened. A metaphorical weight was 
lifted and he started performing better. 

By the end of his fourth year, he had lowered his 1500 meter 
time to 3:43, close to a 4-minute mile. He finished 4th at the 
PAC-10 championships. The next cross country season, he was 
the #1 runner and earned All-American status at the NCAA 
Championships. He was very good. And then he made a ginor-
mous leap. 

The following spring and summer Jon recorded 17 personal 
bests and lowered his 1500 meter time to 3:35 (roughly a 3:53 
mile). He took four seconds off his personal best over four years, 
and then took another eight seconds off in one year. For some-
one at his level, a leap this big is practically unheard of.  

Anyone, at any level, can make a leap. But the better you are, 
the harder it gets and the smaller the leap tends to be. There just 
isn’t that much improvement to be made.  

“Anyone, at any level, can make a leap.” 

Most people make a leap from average to good (this was me). 
Fewer make the leap from good to very good. And very few make 
the leap from very good to elite. Jon went from very good to the 
5th fastest American and 38th fastest performer in the world that 
year. He leapt right over elite and went straight to world-class. 

He then continued to train at a world class level for the next 
few years. Despite battling numerous obstacles, he maintained 
this form and just missed qualifying for the Olympic Games in 
2008. He stopped running competitively at that time after being 
diagnosed with chronic kidney disease.  11

 You can learn more about Jon at https://gobemore.co/founder.11
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Jon’s leap was rare simply because of the degree to which he 
improved. But if we ignore that aspect, we can see that it was 
structurally the same as any other leap. It started with a long pe-
riod of gradual improvement, then his improvement shot up be-
fore plateauing again at a new (much higher) level. On a graph it 
would look something like the chart above. 

Every person who makes a leap has an improvement curve 
that looks like this one. The labels are different, but the general 
shape is the same. Let’s break down exactly how this type of im-
provement happens. 

It starts with understanding feedback loops. 

Feedback Loops are Fundamental 
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In a feedback loop, you start with an input and run it through 
a process. The output then “feeds back” into the process, be-
coming an input. You can diagram it like the previous chart. 

You may have heard of this by another name. We sometimes 
refer to positive feedback loops as virtuous cycles and negative 
feedback loops as vicious cycles. Customer reviews are a simple 
example of how one system can generate both. Five-star reviews 
help generate more business, whereas one-star reviews reduce 
future business. 

Our training is a feedback loop. The input is our current abili-
ty. The process is our training program. The output is our ability 
post-training. If you are continuously improving, then the 
process starts with a slightly improved “you” each day. 

 

Let’s really make this concrete and break down the main 
components individually. 

You: You are both the Input and the Output of your training 
program. But “You” consist of more than just your physical body. 
“You” includes also how you think and feel. There is a huge dif-
ference between starting your training feeling healthy, energetic 
and confident versus feeling broken down, tired and dispirited. 
Part of maintaining a positive feedback loop is feeling positive. 

Training: Training does not equal workouts. Our workouts 
are just a part of our training. There is much more we need to 
do. I call this the Hidden Training Program: everything you really 
need to do to be successful. The Hidden Training Program includes 
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your diet, sleep, living situation, social activities, work, and stud-
ies, as well as your formal training program.  12

Change: Change can be positive, negative, or neutral. If you 
injure yourself, it’s negative. If you get better, it’s positive. In a 
short time frame—like one day—it can be hard to see any change. 

Time: We can view our training feedback loop from any time 
frame. We typically think in terms of seasons and years when we 
want to track our overall development. We think in weeks when 
we want to analyze our training program. And we think in days 
when we want to focus on building better habits.  

Your actual feedback loop is impossible to calculate, especial-
ly at the daily level. We have no idea what percent of yesterday’s 
improvement is fed back into today. 

That’s fine. It’s more important to understand this conceptual-
ly, because it’s fundamental to understanding how leaps are 
made. 

Put simply, the goal is to wake up every morning retaining as 
much of your previous improvement as possible. That way your 
training begins to compound on itself. 

Improvement Doesn’t Follow a Straight Line 

We are primed by our daily experience to think in linear 
terms. A little effort here leads to a little improvement there. And 
if we just keep doing what we are doing, we’ll eventually get 
where we want to go.  

Here’s a simple example: 
• If I put my spare change in a jar every day, after one day I’ll 
have a small amount 
• After one month I’ll have roughly 30 times as much change 
• After one year I’ll have roughly 365 times as much change 

 We’ll cover this in detail when we discuss Engagement.12
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The growth looks like a straight line. And this makes sense to 
us. In fact, I’d argue that most people mistakenly think of their 
training this way: “If I just bank each day’s workout, consistent 
improvement is sure to follow.” I know that’s how I thought 
about training when I first started. 

 

In this way of thinking, feedback loops don’t matter. Our qual-
ity—how well we improve—doesn’t change. We have to do more 
to get more. 

Many things in the world are linear, but not all. There are 
some areas that grow exponentially, for example compound in-
terest (i.e. credit card debt), technology adoption, rabbit popula-
tions, and our ability to learn. These systems compound over 
time, meaning continuous small changes accumulate over time 
to create dramatic future change. 

It is easiest to explain this using money. Imagine two people 
each invest $1,000 every year and get 10% interest. Each get paid 
$100 at the end of the year. Person A takes the money and 
spends it on nice dinners. Person B reinvests the money. The fol-
lowing table outlines how their relative investments change over 
time. 

After one year, there is no difference between the two. After 
five years, the difference is hardly noticeable. After 10 years we 
are starting to see a slight gap. But you could easily argue that 
the enjoyment Person A gets from spending the cash is worth it.  

It isn’t until we get way out into the future that we can start to 
see the real differences. After 25 years Person B will have almost 
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$50k more money, and after 50 years Person B will have over $1 
million more in the bank.  

This image shows what exponential growth looks like visually. 
The two lines follow a similar trajectory for some time. Early on, 
even exponential growth looks linear. But after they diverge the 
gap gets bigger and bigger. 

 

This same concept applies to training. Imagine instead of 
years that we are talking about weeks of training. The more of 
each week’s improvement you retain, the faster you will arrive at 
the inflection point where your improvement starts to go verti-
cal. 

Here’s the thing: in the beginning, you don’t see any differ-
ence! When forced with the decision to eat healthy or eat junk, 
you will rarely notice any difference tomorrow. It takes a long-
term perspective to understand that eating healthy food is like 
reinvesting your interest. Eating healthy food everyday creates 
an opportunity for us to compound the benefits. Likewise, eating 
junk food is like taking the cash and having fun with it. The same 
applies for extra stretching, treatment, sleep, etc. 

Or consider stopping a great workout while you still feel great. 
How many of us push too hard when we feel great simply be-
cause we feel great that day? We feel like we’ve got that cash in 
our hand so we just spend it.  
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I remember a teammate was late for lunch one Sunday be-
cause he ran 27 miles that morning. He was scheduled to run 18 
but was feeling great so he decided to just run a full marathon 
distance, something he’d never done before. 

You only do this if you view training as a linear process. 27 
miles is better than 18 because doing more gets you more. But his 
legs were sore and tired the next day (understandably) and while 
I can’t prove it, I would bet those extra miles hurt him more than 
they helped. 

One great workout doesn’t make you a champion. One hun-
dred great workouts won’t either. It could take thousands before 
you are even close. 

When you understand that improvement is not linear, and 
that positive feedback loops lead to compounding improvement, 
you behave differently. You focus on quality work and feeling 
good. You don’t look for dramatic improvement today. You train 
knowing the big improvement will come in the future.  

The Limits of Our Potential 

I bet you’re asking, “How can training be exponential when 
we obviously can’t just improve forever?” 

Training and earning money are different in one key respect. 
There is no theoretical limit to how much money we can have, 
whereas everybody has a limit on how fast they can run. We call 
that limit our potential. 

Take the marathon. Eliud Kipchoge recently broke the two-
hour barrier, which is an amazing milestone for the human 
race.  We don’t know what our limit is. It could be 1:59 or it 13

could be 1:55. 
The actual limit is less important than the acknowledgment 

that it’s there, somewhere. For our purposes, we just need to be 
able to draw it on a picture. 

 Some would argue it’s an amazing milestone for our shoe technology. There’s no need 13

to argue. It’s both!
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Let’s assume our potential is represented as an upper limit. 
Our improvement curve rises exponentially and then naturally 
bends to approach the limit. As you no doubt realized, this is ex-
actly the same shape that we charted with Jon’s leap earlier. 

We start by creating positive feedback loops. These feedback 
loops lead to compounding improvement. Compounding over 
enough time leads to exponential improvement. The level of that 
exponential improvement is determined by how good the feed-
back loop is as well as the limits of our short-term potential. 
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Breaking down the “Leap Cycle” 

Now, imagine you are maintaining a positive feedback loop 
and setting yourself up to make a leap. Here’s a breakdown of the 
“leap cycle”: 

1. Build: For some period of time, you won’t see much differ-
ence. It still feels linear. This period lasts months, cannot be 
avoided, and is completely normal.  

1-to-2. Build to Leap: Things start to feel a bit easier. You 
feel a little better at the end of hard workouts. You finish a 
little stronger at the end of some races. You aren’t signifi-
cantly better than before, but you’re consistently perform-
ing well. Something is working. 

2. Leap: You find yourself competing with people who were 
formerly better than you. You start blasting big PRs. You feel like 
a new person with new powers, but you also have some doubts 
because you don’t know the extent of your ability. You begin sys-
tematizing many areas of your life to ensure you don’t lose these 
new powers. 

2-to-3. Leap to Sustain: You enter races knowing you are go-
ing to run well and you feel you belong at this new level. It feels 
like a failure to imagine a performance at your previous level. 
Your improvement energizes you to stay disciplined and main-
tain your newfound ability. You’re having a lot of fun. 

3. Sustain: You are reaching your upper limit. Your old train-
ing group and competitors are in the rearview mirror. So are 
poor performances, which you’ve mostly eliminated. However, 
you aren’t seeing many improvements, despite your hard work. 
It starts to look and feel linear once more. Again, this cannot be 
avoided and is completely normal.  
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If you are still young and early in your career, making the leap 
above does not mean you have reached your potential. It is more 
likely your Sustain phase is transitioning into another Build 
phase prior to another leap. If you are an older veteran and have 
lived an optimal training lifestyle for many years, you may not 
have another significant leap to make. But the same process that 
leads to a leap will help stave off age-related decline as long as 
possible. 

We can imagine an athlete’s career in the next chart. An ath-
lete can make many leaps, and each will have the same stages: 
Build, Leap, Sustain. The difference between making a leap and not 
making a leap is in the quality of our training. 

“The difference between making a leap and not 
making a leap is in the quality of our training.” 

 

Every leap is preceded by a change. The most effective 
changes are improvements in quality—how well we train—which 
compound over time. For most of us, improving our mental ap-
proach to training is the most effective change we can make. It’s 
the change that’s most likely to result in a major leap. 
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After you make a leap and enter the Sustain phase you need to 
figure out where you can again increase the quality of your train-
ing. This could mean doing higher quality workouts, doing the 
same workouts even better, doing more while maintaining your 
quality, or improving areas of your life that indirectly affect your 
training.  

No matter how big a leap you make in the short-term, it won’t 
get you to your long-term potential. You simply can’t reach your 
potential in a few months. It will take multiple leaps over multi-
ple years. 

But I have good news: the first leap is the easiest! It doesn’t 
really take that much.  

“The good news: the first leap is the easiest!” 

Your first leap should come within one season to one year. It 
depends in part on where you are and on how positive your 
feedback loop becomes.   

If you can continually improve your positive feedback loop, 
you will see further leaps in the mid-term (2-3 years), with long 
periods of build-up in between. These periods with zero visible 
improvement are normal, too. They are the times when your 
body is creating a new baseline. It’s from these new baselines 
that you need to improve your quality so that it can grow into 
another leap. 

In the long-term (7 to 10 years), you will approach achieving 
your potential. During that time, build phases get longer and the 
leaps get smaller—you can’t keep taking one minute off your 5k 
time forever—but they are still there. And throughout, your 
“normal” will become consistently excellent. 

As coaches, this is what we want from all our runners. And it 
is completely natural, predictable, and achievable. But only if 
our training and our lifestyles are creating the positive feedback 
loop to make it happen. Our lifestyles determine our leap cycles. 
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Key Takeaways  
1. Anyone can make a leap in their performance. A leap is the 
natural output of maintaining a positive feedback loop in 
your training. 

2. Improvement appears linear in the beginning but is actual-
ly exponential. Consistent, high quality training leads to mak-
ing a leap. 

3. A “leap cycle” has three main stages—Build, Leap, and Sus-
tain—and can be repeated indefinitely until you reach your 
potential. 

4. All leaps are preceded by a change in training quality. If 
your quality doesn’t improve after making a leap, you will not 
make another one. 
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Spotlight: The Momentum Model 

I  will use these “spotlights” to introduce some mental models 
or theories that help to make the concepts stick. The first 
mental model I want to introduce is one I’ve been develop-

ing for many years. I call it the “Momentum Model.” 

The Momentum Model  

Imagine you are a ball. You are on an uphill path with a goal at 
the end. The height of the goal is the amount you have to im-
prove to achieve it. The length of the path is how long it will take 
to get there.  

To reach your goal, you need to pick up enough momentum 
(i.e. improve) to ascend the hill and overcome any potential ob-
stacles on the path.  
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Where your ball sits represents your current ability. From 
your current position, there are three possibilities: go forward, 
go backward, or stay where you are. 

Now imagine that there are positive forces that make you roll 
faster, and negative forces that slow you down. Simple, right? 
The more the positive forces outweigh the negative, the faster 
you will roll toward your goal. This is conceptually the same idea 
as having a positive feedback loop.  

These positive and negative forces exist within you or outside 
you. We can represent them with arrows. The arrows pointing 
toward your goal are positive and those pointing away are nega-
tive. 

“The only way to reach your goal is to get more 
or stronger arrows pointing in the right  

direction.” 

The only way to reach your goal is to get more or stronger ar-
rows pointing in the right direction. You can achieve this by in-
creasing the positive forces in your life, or by decreasing the 
negative forces. Or ideally, both. 
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Positive & Negative Forces: The Drivers of Momentum 

 

We don’t just automatically make progress toward our goals. 
Forces have to align to move us in the right direction. These 
forces can be internal or external, and positive or negative. 

Internal forces fall into three general categories: our health, 
our attitudes, and our efforts. Some of these we control, others 
less so. The image above shows many examples of internal forces 
(there are many more than can fit in this picture). 

External forces include the people and organizations in our 
lives, as well as our general environment. Some of these push us 
forward and help us achieve our goals. Others hold us back. 
Some affect us personally, while others—like the coronavirus—
affect everyone.  

It is up to us to identify our internal and external forces and 
either eliminate the negative forces or boost the positive ones. 

Five Insights About the Forces 
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1. The size of the arrow indicates its strength. Not all ar-
rows are equally strong. Big arrows push us harder than small 
ones. 

2. The size of an arrow changes over time. Arrows get big-
ger or smaller. We can strategically increase or decrease their 
strength over time. 

3. The direction of the arrows are not fixed. A positive 
force today can turn negative tomorrow. It is up to us to keep our 
forces positive. 

4. We can’t perfectly measure all the arrows affecting us. 
The best we can do is make a rough guess. It’s sufficient to stick 
with the following two questions:  

 - Is this a positive force or a negative force? 
 - Is it as strong or as weak as I want it to be?   

5. Talent is best understood as the size of your ball. Tal-
ent is not an internal force. It is us. A talented person can gain 
more ground with each push. But that doesn’t stop someone 
with less talent from pushing harder and achieving more. 

Obstacles and our Chosen Path 

Most of us choose a goal, and then decide a path to get there. 
How high that goal is and how much time we have will both af-
fect how much momentum we need to generate.  

Big leaps are possible in a short time. But there is only so 
much momentum you can sustain. It’s not possible to generate 
enough momentum to achieve your long-term potential in one 
giant leap. 

It’s useful to take another look at the Leap Cycle chart. Long-
term goals are achieved by making successive leaps. We gain 
momentum (Build), move up the hill (Leap), and then crest for a 
while (Sustain) until we regain more momentum. 
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“Long-term goals are achieved by making  
successive leaps.” 

While the idea of making an uber-Leap—shown in the dashed 
line below—is enticing, it isn’t possible.  We can roll a ball up a 14

small hill. We can’t roll a ball up the side of a cliff. 

  

But there’s one more thing we need to factor in: obstacles.  
Persistence obstacles are things we can overcome only by dig-

ging in and pushing through them. Running 100 mile weeks, 
training through rough winters, etc. 

Preparation obstacles are events that we can anticipate and 
strategize for. Final exam week. A difficult work schedule. Chal-
lenging weather. 

Bad luck obstacles are events we can’t really prepare for. A rel-
ative dies, a thief steals your bag, dropping a table on your toe, 
etc. 

 I do not consider Jon Rankin’s leap to qualify. Despite the fact he did not run much 14

faster in his career, I do believe he had the potential to make more improvements had 
health issues not cut short his career.
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Obstacles rarely stop our progress, but they often slow us 
down. The best way to overcome an obstacle is to anticipate it 
and avoid it. If that’s not possible, it is best to have a system in 
place to maintain as much positive momentum as possible when 
you hit them. Obstacles seem insurmountable when nothing else 
is going well, when we have no momentum. 

The flip side is when you expect something to be an obstacle 
but you blow right past it. That’s when you know you’re on a 
roll. 

Momentum = Positive Feedback Loops 

The Momentum Model is a tool. It gives us a clean way to 
think about creating a positive feedback loop. Positive feedback 
loops are important to understand conceptually, but hard to ap-
ply in practice. Momentum is easy to understand, and the the 
idea of positive and negative forces is intuitive.  

Use the Momentum Model to help make the ideas we discuss 
more concrete. 
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PART I: Attitudes, Beliefs and Values 

Chapter 2: The Optimal Training Pyramid 
- Optimal Training Principle (OTP) #1: Your athletic perfor-

mance is a result of your attitude, your effort, and your training 
methods 
- Attitude: The Foundation of Training 
- Effort: Quality vs Quantity vs Time 
- Training Methods: Refining Your Raw Materials 

Chapter 3: Engagement 
- OTP #2: Active engagement in training makes the process more 

understandable, more relevant, and more effective. (And more 
fun.) 
- Curiosity and Understanding 
- Perspective and Relevance 
- Understanding the “Hidden Training Program” 
- Engagement and Enjoyment 
- Engaging the Disengaged 

Chapter 4: Responsibility 
- OTP #3: You are responsible for your own training. 
- The Classic Division of Responsibility 
- The Optimal Division of Responsibility 
- The Role of Your Coach 
- Responsibility for the Results 
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Spotlight: Attribution Theory 

Chapter 5: Growth Mindset 
- OTP #4: Ability is a variable, not a constant. The harder you 

work, the more able you become. 
- Mindsets: Growth vs Fixed 
- How We Measure Success  
- Mindsets and Measuring Success 
- Spotting a Fixed Mindset 
- Fixing a Fixed Mindset 

Chapter 6: Self-Efficacy 
- OTP #5: Self-efficacy is a fundamental ingredient to overcoming 

obstacles and achieving success. 
- Self-Efficacy vs Self-Esteem 
- The 4+2 Experiences that Build Self-Efficacy 
- Persistence 

Spotlight: The 80/20 Rule 

Chapter 7: Causation 
- OTP #6: All behavior is caused. All causation is mental. We be-

come what we think about most of the time. 
- Understanding Mental Representations 
- Considering Consideration 
- Passion to Disinterest 
- Concentration to Distraction 
- Measuring “What We Think About Most of the Time” 
- Habits of Thought Create Habits of Behavior  
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2. The Optimal Training Pyramid: 
Laying the Right Foundation 

H ere’s a little secret between you and me.  15

Here’s the core of every training program of every elite 
runner ever: Run. A lot. Usually hard, occasionally easy.  

That’s an oversimplification, but it’s still true. Training is only 
as complicated as we choose to make it. The same goes for our 
mental approach. We don't need to over-complicate it. 

A compass is just a needle pointing north. But knowing how to 
use it can keep you going in the right direction. Your mental ap-
proach is the compass for your training.  

It’s time to dive into what I call the Optimal Training Princi-
ples. They are the foundation for how great athletes think about 

 Good. You found me. I put the secret here so that only the smart people will find it. 15

Here it is: Running is a very simple sport. 
(Don’t tell anyone.)
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training.  Each principle highlights a fundamental truth about 16

training. 
Just like the compass, adopting these Optimal Training Princi-

ples will keep you pointed in the right direction. Getting where 
you need to go is up to you. 

Optimal Training Principle (OTP) #1: Your athletic per-
formance is a result of your attitude, your effort, and 
your training methods 

 

The Optimal Training Pyramid above consists of three parts: 
attitude, effort and training methods. Attitude forms the founda-
tion of an individual’s success. Our effort is supported by and de-
pends on our attitude. Our training methods sharpen that effort 
into its final shape.   

“Attitude forms the foundation of a person’s 
success.” 

 From here on out, every elite athlete interview will read like a collection of quotes de16 -
scribing these principles.
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Your Attitude is the Foundation of Your Training 

Attitude is the foundation of Optimal Training. There are hun-
dreds of beliefs and thoughts and ideas that contribute to our 
success, but I want to highlight the most important here. We’ll 
really dig into these later. 

Attributing Performance to Effort: We all think differently 
to some extent—we have different personalities, dream different 
dreams, set different limits, and enjoy different things—but there 
are a few attitudes all excellent performers share. A belief in the 
power of hard work is the most important.  

Elite athletes get where they are by working smarter, harder, 
and longer than everyone else. They know success isn’t solely 
due to effort, but they embrace effort because it is the one factor 
they can control. 

I bet you already have this attitude with regard to running. But 
do you believe this about your grades, work and relationships as 
well?  

Engagement: Motivation and passion seem similar but are 
actually quite different. Motivation is the desire to achieve a goal. 
Passion is an intense interest, regardless of a specific 
outcome. Both motivation and passion can drive you to invest 
your energy in an activity: 

• You can be motivated to get a grade, but passion is what 
makes you excited to talk about what you’re learning  
• You can get motivated to write a report, but passion is what 
keeps you up at night writing a blog  
• And (at least in my case) I know I could get motivated 
enough to complete a triathlon, but I’m only passionate about 
running 

Optimal Training requires that we be both motivated and pas-
sionate. When we put both together and apply them, we get en-
gagement.  
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Why is engagement so important? Because it keeps us exper-
imenting, asking questions, challenging our assumptions, and 
learning. The level of our engagement directly affects the quality 
and quantity of our effort.  

Responsibility: There is a big difference between being a fan 
and being an athlete. A fan can enjoy the outcome without feel-
ing any responsibility; they make no decisions and hold no ac-
countability. An athlete does not have that luxury. They must 
make decisions, often under incredible stress and time con-
straints, and they must hold themselves accountable for their 
decisions and actions. 

It begins with the choices we make. Some can (and should) be 
delegated, primarily to our coaches. Once a decision is made, we 
need to be held accountable for how we execute it. If we make a 
bad decision, we need to get that feedback and we need to learn 
from it. If we make a good decision but execute it poorly, we 
need to hold ourselves accountable for that, too. 

Taking responsibility means holding yourself accountable for 
what you can control: the choices you make and how you exe-
cute them.  

Discipline: Another attitude shared by the best of the best is 
the ability to focus on what is important and de-emphasize what 
isn’t. Note the word de-emphasize. It’s an illusion that elite ath-
letes are always disciplined. They are simply prioritizing and de-
emphasizing, and have built routines into their lives to make it 
easier for them.  

Discipline is the end product of focus and effective 
systems.  Focus applies primarily to our workouts, where we 
strive to always do what we need to do right now to be our best at 
some time in the future. It requires that we practice purposefully, 
and restrain ourselves from doing too much. This is the case for 
today’s workout, this weekend’s race, and this year’s training 
program. 

Outside of practice it means engaging in momentum-positive 
behaviors and conserving as much energy as possible. It means 
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having effective systems to keep you going forward without wast-
ing your mental willpower.  

How do you do this? You have to be engaged enough in your 
training to figure it out.   17

Pride: Last but not least athletes need to have pride, which I 
think of as a combination of competitiveness and integrity. Most 
great athletes display a mix of wanting to be their best and push 
themselves to their limits, while wanting to beat the pants off 
anyone else when they compete. 

But if you don’t have integrity, any success you achieve will be 
hollow.  Integrity is what separates those willing to cheat from 
those who pursue success honestly. True champions don’t let 
winning become the only measure of their success. Their focus is 
as much on their execution and development as their outcome 
relative to the competition.  

You must take pride in your performances.  Pride shouldn’t 
come from winning. It should come from how you prepare and 
perform. Even when the final result isn’t what you wanted, you 
can still be proud of your performance. 

Attributing Performance to Effort, Engagement, Responsibili-
ty, Discipline, and Pride. It starts here. If all of these are strong 
arrows pointing in the right direction, you’re already well on 
your way to achieving your goals. 

Effort: Quality, Quantity and Time 

The simplest way to analyze effort is to break it down into its 
three main components: quality, quantity, and time. You can do 
something better, do more of it, or do it longer. 

To start, focus on quality. Why? Because it gets harder and 
harder to maintain quality the more you increase quantity.  

Quality tends to refer to two different things:  
• Efficiency - how well you do something, and  

 And keep reading. We’ll cover this in detail as we go.17
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• Effectiveness - how appropriate an activity is  

When we discuss effort, we are talking about efficiency. We’ll 
discuss effectiveness when we get to Training Methods. 

If you can get the same results using less time and energy, 
then that’s what you should be doing. A perfectly efficient work-
out, for example, would have no wasted time or energy at 
all.  You would arrive, warm up, kick butt, cool down, and go 
home expending just enough energy and no more. 

The chart below shows the Attitude-Effort Curve. There is a 
direct connection between how you think about your training 
and the quality of your effort. As your attitudes improve, so does 
the quality of your effort.  As your mental approach becomes 
consistently great, your workouts will become consistently high 
quality. Champions live in this range. 

 

Right now, no matter how good you are, you need to ask your-
self: can you train better? Once you accept that you can, it’s just 
a matter of figuring out how. 

Start by asking a simple question: what is the purpose of this 
activity? 
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“Start by asking a simple question: what is the 
purpose of this activity?” 

Quality does not mean intensity, complexity, or bursts of ac-
tivity. Quality is determined by the workout’s purpose. I first 
learned this from a conversation with my coach, Bob Larsen. 

As a redshirt freshman at UCLA, I didn’t understand the pur-
pose of my road runs. I just considered them easy days between 
interval workouts. I believed intervals were the workouts that 
made you fast. 

I went into Coach Larsen’s office to ask about the next interval 
workout. He instead asked me how my road runs were going. He 
asked how hard I was running them (“Pretty easy”) and why 
(“Because intervals”). He stared at me for a moment and then he 
asked me why we do the road runs. He leaned back in his chair 
with a piercing stare and a bemused grin.  

I felt trapped. He was the bobcat, and I was his prey.  
(“Umm…because running?”) 
He pounced. 
He argued I put too much emphasis on intervals. We train 

seven days a week but we only do intervals twice. I had it all 
backwards. The secret to getting better is in the road runs. The 
quality of our road runs determines our general ability. Intervals 
simply refine it.  

I didn’t need to optimize my intervals. I needed to stop jog-
ging and start training. My new goal should be seven high quality 
workouts, even if it meant I got a little less out of the interval ses-
sions. 

I took his advice. I ran my road runs increasingly harder. And 
over the course of that year I got steadily stronger, built some 
momentum, and even scored a couple surprise points at the 
PAC-10 Championships. Most importantly, I did it while avoiding 
another injury. 
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“Quality is determined by the workout’s  
purpose." 

Quality is a measure of execution. And execution is about how 
well your actions align with your purpose. 

If we need a recovery day, the highest quality workout is to 
take it easy. Getting extra sleep could be much more important 
than getting in an extra interval or a few more miles. Seven high 
quality workouts per week doesn’t mean seven hard workouts. It 
means seven well-executed workouts.  

When you are executing everyday. When each workout is high 
quality. When your feedback loop is a well-oiled machine you’re 
all set to make a leap.  

Don’t get impatient at this point. Remember, it’s ok if you 
don’t see improvement right away. The improvement will hap-
pen quickly when it does, but it takes some time to build to it.  

If you want to speed up the process, to super-charge your 
feedback loop, there’s a right way and a wrong way.  

The right way is to improve the non-workout aspects of your 
life. Get more sleep. Eat better. Stretch more. Study more about 
the sport. Do activities that help you retain a little more of each 
day’s progress. 

The wrong way is to immediately increase quantity. Runners 
without an Optimal Training mindset often equate improvement 
with “doing more.” That’s because they see themselves on a lin-
ear improvement path, and the only way to improve faster is to 
do more. But this thinking leads to overtraining, increased injury 
risk, and a lot of wasted time and energy. 

Thoughtlessly doing more is a lazy person’s path to improve-
ment. You think you’re working harder, but you’re just making it 
harder…on yourself. 

Here’s a simple rule of thumb. 70% quantity at 100% quality is 
better than 100% quantity at 70% quality.    18

 Don’t stress the 70%. It’s directionally correct, and using an actual number makes it 18

easier to remember. If your only disagreement is with the number, then you’ve already 
accepted the premise.
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It’s much harder to maintain high quality as your mileage in-
creases. Low quality leads to fatigue, injury and poor execution. 
These are all negative inputs into your feedback loop. They are 
momentum killers. Keep them out of there! 

Remember, you don’t need to increase quantity to make a big 
leap. The two major components of a leap are quality (the posi-
tive feedback loop) and time. If you have the patience and disci-
pline to maximize your quality over a sustained period of time, 
you’re doing enough to make a leap. 

 

Once you’ve made a leap, you will find yourself back in a Sus-
tain/Build phase. This is the time to consider increasing quantity. 
Not before, but after the leap.  

But this is critical: never increase quantity at the expense of 
quality. If you can do more and maintain your quality, then it can 
lead to another leap. If doing more reduces your quality, if it 
weakens your positive feedback loop, then you’re actually hurt-
ing yourself.  

“Never increase quantity at the expense of  
quality.” 

41



Increasing quantity is a key part of every elite runner’s train-
ing. But mileage is not an indicator of effort. Quality must come 
first. 

Consult with your coach, your mentors, or other resources to 
determine what mileage you need to be running. If you eventual-
ly want to be at 130 miles per week but you are currently at 50…
don’t rush it. Do the best 50 you can, increase quantity only 
when you are ready, and remember that time is on your side. 

Training Methods: Refining your Raw Materials 

“There are many paths to the top of Mt. Fuji.” 
- Japanese proverb 

If our attitude, effort and talent are our “raw materials,” our 
training methods are how we polish them into a finished prod-
uct.  

I use the words “training methods” to mean any activity that 
has an effect on your ability. This can be both formal and infor-
mal. 

In running, formal training activities include your workouts, 
weight training, stretching, icing, eating, hydrating, sleeping, 
keeping a training log, visualizing, etc. Anything we do with a 
specific aim to improve.  

Informal activities might include neutral activities like study-
ing, working, dating or pursuing other hobbies, but also any oth-
er behavior that might affect our training: smoking, binging 
(food, drink, Netflix), partying, roughhousing, playing pick-up 
basketball, etc. 

You probably find it strange to include these informal activi-
ties as part of our “training methods.” But they matter. A lot. 
Each of these activities contributes to our overall performance, 
albeit some to a greater degree than others. These informal activ-
ities make up part of the Hidden Training Program. 

We talked about efficiency—how well we use our effort—as a 
measure of quality. The second measure of quality is “effective-
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ness.” Effectiveness is a measure of how much value we can ex-
pect from an activity given the same amount of effort. 

Effectiveness is the most straightforward way to measure 
training methods. 

Weight training, for example, will never have as much impact 
on a runner’s performance as the running workouts they do. 
Given the choice to do only one, running is the more effective 
activity. 

 

But each can be viewed independently on an "effectiveness 
scale,” ranging from “provides little benefit” to “super 
valuable.”  In the chart above, running may be a level C activity 
and weight training may be a level B. Its baseline value isn’t as 
high, but if you lift the right way, it can help you improve.  

Now I’m going to hit you with a “hot take.” There are only two 
groups of runners who need to worry about effectiveness in their 
formal training programs. 

1. Beginners (high school, first year, inexperienced coach), 
who just need to get a solid plan in place, and 

2. Elites, who must optimize every workout and will be hurt 
by a sub-optimal training program 
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For the rest of us, if we have an experienced coach, we are 
probably getting decent guidance. If you aren’t coached you can 
get on the internet and get good advice on workouts or training 
programs. The differences between specific workouts is minimal.  

Put your energy into improving your mental approach, your 
preparation, and your effort. 

I opened with a Japanese proverb: “There are many paths to 
the top of Mt. Fuji.” That is true. But I’ve climbed Mt. Fuji and 
there’s something that proverb leaves out: 99% of people use the 
same path!  

Why? Because it’s the simplest, most straight-forward, proven 
way to the top.  

You don’t need to blaze your own trail, inventing new and in-
novative workouts to try and get ahead of the competition. You 
just need a well-structured plan that you can execute purposeful-
ly and consistently. Trust me, most people don’t execute pur-
posefully or consistently. But the best do. 

So here’s another rule of thumb : It’s better to get 100% out of 19

a good workout than 70% out of a perfect one.  20

Why? Because high quality work generates more momentum. 
It leaves runners feeling more confident, more prepared, and 
more energized than low quality work.  It leads to better en-
gagement, more responsibility, and greater discipline. Quality 
begets more quality. 

And because I can sense that hint of doubt you are feeling, let 
me ask just one question: who is more likely to identify a prob-
lem in the training program, a runner putting in 100% quality 
effort or a runner putting in 70% quality effort?  

You already know the answer, but I’ll say it anyway. Unless 
you are putting in 100% quality effort, you will never know if the 
problem is the training program or you. 

 This will be the last one. Two rules for two thumbs.19

 For those of you who prefer it spelled out in efficiency/effectiveness terms: A 70% effec20 -
tive workout executed 100% efficiently is preferable to a 100% effective workout executed 
70% efficiently.
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"Unless you put in 100% quality effort, you will 
never know if the problem is the training pro-

gram or you.” 

Training methods are obviously an important aspect of a train-
ing program. But they are like the interior design in a house.  It 
doesn’t matter how stylish the house is if it isn’t built on a solid 
foundation with quality materials. It will just be the illusion of a 
good house. 

Similarly, an athlete following a perfect training plan with a 
bad attitude and low quality effort won’t be more than the illu-
sion of a well-trained athlete. 

Key Takeaways  
1. Your attitude, effort, and training methods are the three 
driving forces for all performances. Of these, attitude is the 
most important, because it determines the quality of the oth-
er two. 

2. Quality, quantity and time are all critical aspects of our 
training. For most athletes, quality and time are sufficient to 
make their first leap. 

3. Your focus should be on maximum efficiency, because it 
creates positive feedback loops and helps to identify oppor-
tunities to improve your training effectiveness. 
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3. Engagement: The Catalyst of  
Success 

T here is one essential quality I look for in a potential train-
ing partner, colleague, or friend: engagement. If someone 
is engaged, I know we have the potential to succeed. If 

not, success is unlikely. 
An engaged person finds the root of the problem, considers all 

the likely possibilities, and works hard to achieve a positive out-
come. Contrast this with their counterpart—the disengaged per-
son—who can’t be bothered and doesn’t know enough to make a 
difference, who coasts on their natural talent and rides on the 
coattails of others. 

Everything is made better through engagement. Intelligence 
plus engagement leads to breakthroughs. Caring plus engage-
ment leads to improvement. Curiosity plus engagement leads to 
learning. So let’s talk about engagement. 
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OTP #2: Active engagement in training makes the 
process more understandable, more relevant, and 
more effective. (And more fun.) 

 

My back of the envelope definition of engagement is “what 
happens when passion meets motivation.” When you love what 
you do, and you are determined to achieve a goal, you will fully 
engage in your training.  

“Engagement is what happens when passion 
meets motivation.” 

Passion is an essential component of sustained success. If you 
aren’t passionate about what you are doing, it’s hard to sustain 
the level of effort you need to be great. (It’s hard even if you are 
passionate.) But passion isn’t just about doing the work; it’s 
about being immersed in it, consumed by it, “getting it.” 

If you are passionate you want to learn more, talk about your 
training, and be around others who share your passion. 

Motivation is about action. It pushes you forward to improve, 
to learn, to achieve. Whereas passion is about some thing, moti-
vation is about us.  

You can be passionate about running—reading books, buying 
lots of accessories, and jogging everyday—but not motivated to 
achieve a goal. You can also be motivated to win a race without 
being passionate about training. In either case, you may have 
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some measure of success. But to sustain success—to truly be ex-
cellent—you need both. 

Curiosity drives understanding 

One sign of an engaged athlete is an intense curiosity in their 
training. They want to know everything. Why am I doing these 
workouts? What are other people doing? How does this fit in the 
bigger picture? Engaged athletes ask good questions.  

Curiosity can take other forms. Reading books and blogs, 
watching documentaries, following successful athletes on social 
media, working or volunteering to learn more about something, 
and connecting what you learn in other areas of life to your train-
ing. 

Curious runners are open to trying new workouts, experi-
menting, and analyzing their own performance. The more they 
do, the more they come to understand themselves, their 
strengths and weaknesses, and their areas for improvement. 

One of the best ways to stay engaged is to investigate when 
your results don’t align with your expectations. I had an experi-
ence at a meet that piqued my curiosity and ultimately changed 
how I warmed up before races. At the time, my warm-up was to 
start jogging about 50-60 minutes before the race, stretch 
leisurely, do 8-10 strides, and be ready to start. 

At this meet there was an unexpected delay in the start time. 
We had all done our normal warm-ups but were told we had to 
wait for them to fix a technical problem. We all hung around the 
starting line doing strides and stretching. I must have done 20 
extra strides during the delay. 

I expected the extended warm-up to reduce my energy but it 
did exactly the opposite. I’d never felt so good at the start!  

For perhaps the first time I my life, I was curious about warm-
ing up. I asked Coach Larsen if he thought it was possible to 
warm up too much. He didn’t think that was anything to be con-
cerned about. I decided to add 20 minutes or so to my warm-up 
routine and felt noticeably better at the start of races. 
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Curious athletes will question why they do things and whether 
there is a better way. They will try to identify the (often unspo-
ken) assumptions driving their beliefs. I had never truly ques-
tioned my warm-up routine and how to improve it. It took that 
experience to spark my curiosity. But once I acted on it, I found 
an easy opportunity for improvement.  

Here are a few ideas that should engage your curiosity:  
• Read one or two books about training, not to change your 

program but to understand the science or history of each 
type of workout. I valued my long runs much more after 
reading a book about marathon training, even though at the 
time I wasn’t planning to run a marathon. 

• Do thought experiments. Ask yourself (or others) what 
would happen if…? Playing out these scenarios can often 
lead to ideas that spark your curiosity, especially if you are 
discussing with someone thoughtful. 

• Study the history of world record progression for a few 
events. Look for major improvements and then read about 
the people who made those leaps. What did they do differ-
ently? Watch their races on YouTube where they are avail-
able. 

• Check out one or two running websites to keep track of the 
latest news. Pick a current pro, if possible somebody in your 
event, and make a point to read all the articles and watch all 
the videos about that person. 

• Get in pointless debates with your teammates on long runs 
and easy days. Ranking historical athletes or favorite cour-
ses can be a fun way to pass the time while still learning 
something.  21

Perspective drives relevance 

 Or you can debate things like, “which animal would win in a fight, a hippo or a grizzly?” 21

This random question spawned such a debate that it still comes up when we get together!
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The big benefit that comes from understanding your training 
is a sense of perspective. And this perspective makes your future 
decisions more relevant.  

Understanding your training doesn’t guarantee you will get 
the outcome you want. It just helps you make good decisions. Or 
at least make your decisions for the right reasons. 

It may be the first time you are having an experience, but I as-
sure you countless people have had it before you. There is little 
you can do that hasn’t already been done by someone else. If not 
exactly, then close enough to learn from. And if you can learn 
from how they handled it, you can apply that to your own bene-
fit. 

The first time I developed a stress fracture, I ended up train-
ing in the pool for many weeks. I’d never done it before and 
didn’t even know what it meant to “run in the pool” the first day 
I went there.  But my teammate Scott was also in the pool that 22

day and explained the basics, including telling me some of the 
things he’d done in the past to have a good workout. It really 
helped.  

Having a well-rounded perspective also allows you to practice 
more purposefully and to manage expectations throughout the 
season. It allows you to maintain your equilibrium when things 
aren’t going as expected. And it gives you the opportunity to find 
your unique place, the place where you provide the most value 
and get the most enjoyment. 

The following will help you ensure your training is relevant: 
• Keep a training diary and look for ways in which your train-

ing is changing over time. If these changes don’t make sense 
(curiosity alert!) ask your coach about them. 

• Talk to your coach about your stages of training (base build-
ing, strength training, speed training, tapering, recovery) 
and the workouts that will go into them. 

 It turns out “running in the pool” means “running in the pool.” You go in the deep end, 22

and then run back and forth trying not to drown. 
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• Read about other athletes’ training cycles, and compare 
them to the work you are doing (not the times, but the 
types of workouts).  

• Try to learn about what great athletes did prior to making 
their leaps. Leaps are usually preceded by lifestyle changes. 
Consider whether those changes make sense for you, too. 

Understanding the Hidden Training Program  drives 23

effectiveness 

You may not have realized this, but there are in fact two train-
ing programs that every athlete must carry out. The first is their 
official, formal, coach-approved training program. This is what is 
expected of you as a member of the team. 

The second is the Hidden Training Program: everything you 
really need to do to be successful.  

“The Hidden Training Program is everything 
you really need to do to be successful.” 

The Hidden Training Program includes the formal training 
program and much more. How you prepare before practice and 
recover afterward. How you eat and drink to maximize your en-
ergy. How you allocate your time to other responsibilities 
(school, work, family, partner). How you talk to your coaches to 
have productive conversations. 

Success is about more than just showing up and working hard. 
You have to be ready to work hard when you show up! 

Olympic 800 meter runner Khadevis Robinson told me a story 
once about how he approached eating when he was traveling in 
Europe. He would bring his own oatmeal and peanut butter from 
the US. He knew he could get oatmeal or peanut butter in Eu-

 I modified this idea from the concept of the Hidden Curriculum, first published by 23

Philip W. Jackson in his book Life in Classrooms
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rope, but he wanted everything about his experience to be as 
predictable and consistent as possible.  24

Have you given any thought to your oatmeal or peanut butter 
recently? The best athletes have. 

 

Whereas your formal training program is communicated di-
rectly, the Hidden Training Program is rarely communicated at 
all. It is learned through engagement: watching how others be-
have, seeing how people react to different situations, listening to 
how people talk, and identifying the routines that separate the 
best from the rest.  

My uncle told me a story about his time running at Cal Poly 
San Luis Obispo in the early 1980s. They had a very strong team, 
and he was looking to improve so he could make the traveling 
squad. 

He decided to go to the library to check out books on running 
and see if he could gain some insight or advantage. He checked 
out every book he could find. When he got home and looked at 
the little card indicating who had checked the books out before 
him, all the top runners on his team had already read the books! 

Great runners are always fully engaged in their training. You 
will have to match their engagement to compete with them. 

The Hidden Training Program also consists of all the unstated 
expectations of those around us. Not everyone on your team is 

 KD was a guest on the Go Be More Podcast on 6/19/2020.24
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making you better. They may not even realize it. But the expecta-
tions they set for you can help you or hinder you. 

The best teams reinforce optimal training habits in every as-
pect of their day. In doing so, they reveal the Hidden Training 
Program more directly to new teammates, who quickly see that 
there is a specific way they will need to behave in order to suc-
ceed. This is the best case scenario, but unfortunately not every 
team has created an environment of excellence for new mem-
bers to step into.  

When I arrived at UCLA, I had no idea what I was doing.  So I 25

did what we all do in these situations: I copied what others did. 
But outside of practices, everybody did different things. At one 
end, Meb was insanely thorough and disciplined. We would joke 
that he wouldn’t spit without first considering whether it affected 
his training.  

Then there was the rest of the team. Most guys drank and par-
tied. Some did ultrasound treatments and massages before 
workouts, but others didn’t. After practice some guys did ice 
baths, some wrapped ice on sore muscles, and some skipped ic-
ing altogether. Some stretched well and others hardly at all. 
Some ate amazing amounts of food and others tried to eat 
healthy. Some guys did core work after practice and others did it 
at home or not at all. One or two pledged fraternities, a couple 
others had jobs, and a few others volunteered. 

It was up to us as individuals to know what we needed and use 
the resources available. But I didn’t know what I needed. I’d nev-
er thought about any of this stuff before. 

I sort of fell into the routine of the “other guys,” the non-elite 
members of the team. I followed their leads, but inconsistently. I 
stretched, but not purposefully. I iced, but only when it felt nec-
essary. I did some sit-ups, sometimes, when I thought about it. I 
rarely asked the trainers for treatment because I felt embar-
rassed about it…surely better athletes needed their attention 
more. 

 See also: the shoelaces story in the introduction.25
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I can see now that Meb understood—either explicitly or implic-
itly—the Hidden Training Program, and structured his entire life 
around it. Other guys either understood it but didn’t care as 
much, or (and I think this is more likely) didn’t understand it at 
all. 

The formal training program and the resources available to 
athletes at UCLA was world-class. But the Hidden Training Pro-
gram required athletes to be fully engaged, know what they 
needed, and take responsibility to get it. Some guys thrived. Oth-
ers, like me, took more time to figure it out. 

 

You can picture the Hidden Training Program as a kind of fog 
that obscures the negative forces and obstacles on the path to 
your goal. The more you expose it, the clearer the path to suc-
cess will be. The more you allow it to stay hidden, the more like-
ly you or your teammates will be slowed down by it.  

When Coach Larsen retired, Eric Peterson and Helen Lehman-
Winters took over. They made some significant changes. They 
formalized many activities from the Hidden Training Program. 
We all stretched together as a team. We all did core work as a 
team. We did weight training as a team. We were expected to get 
pre- and post-workout treatment. 

By this point, I had started to figure this out on my own, but I 
appreciated the change. It gave the entire team a much clearer 
path to follow. It set higher and more consistent expectations. 
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And it created opportunities to reinforce optimal training behav-
iors. 

Some of the concepts we’ve already discussed are part of the 
Hidden Training Program: positive feedback loops, how quality 
compounds and leads to leaps, identifying positive and negative 
forces, and acknowledging attitudes as the foundation of your 
training.  

Your momentum and positive feedback loops are largely dri-
ven by the Hidden Training Program. In one sense, all we are do-
ing together is exposing and explaining it.  

If you want to be great, it’s not enough to do hard workouts. 
You have to think better, figure out your Hidden Training Pro-
gram (it will differ for every person and team), and train at a high 
quality over a long time period. 

• How purposefully are you practicing? Do you know why you 
are doing each of your training activities? 

• How much are you sleeping? Is that enough? 
• How much are you eating? Are you eating the right foods? 

Are you eating at the right times?  
• How much are you stretching or doing other “maintenance” 

activities, like icing, after workouts? 
• Do you have non-training activities that are consuming too 

much of your time and energy? What can you do to find a 
better balance? 

You can probably have some measure of success without wor-
rying about all of these questions. But I can’t stress this enough: 
your competition will be thinking about every aspect of the Hidden 
Training Program. (Even the oatmeal.) And if you really want to 
be successful, you need to as well.  

“I can’t stress this enough: your competition 
will be thinking about every aspect of the Hid-

den Training Program. (Even the oatmeal.)” 
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Engagement makes training more fun. 

There is a fourth and additional benefit to engaging in your 
training. It makes it more fun! 

Certain activities aren’t inherently fun. The last few miles of a 
long run. Sitting in an ice bath after practice. Throwing up after 
an interval workout. But what happens once you’ve fully com-
mitted to doing them and no longer focus on the question, 
“Should I…?” You find ways to make them more bearable, maybe 
even enjoyable. 

I have a little story about ice baths. In the training room at 
UCLA they have a few ice baths that they keep at 50 degrees (10˚ 
Celsius) for people to soak in after workouts. When I first arrived 
as a freshman, I had never iced in a meaningful way. Outside of 
my mom putting a pack of frozen peas on my head when I 
bonked it, icing was not something I did. 

You should also know that I hate cold water. I’m skinny, I have 
no insulation, I have a condition called Raynaud’s where my fin-
gers and toes go white and numb in the cold, and within about 5 
minutes I get a case of the shivers and want to get out. And I’m 
talking about swimming pools here. You can imagine how bad 
the ocean is. An ice bath? No way. 

Most of the veterans soaked in the ice baths for 15 minutes af-
ter workouts. Meb was religious about it. He hopped in, opened 
a text book, and spent the 15 minutes reading. I…was not. I 
sometimes put my calves in, but the whole experience was mis-
erable. I often just strapped ice packs to my calves and pretend-
ed I had someplace I needed to be. (I did. Anywhere but in an ice 
bath.) 

One day our throws coach, Art Venegas, said that soaking in 
the ice bath reduces 70% of the tightness you experience the 
next day.  Crud. Now I had a choice. How bad did I want it? 26

I started getting in more consistently, and by talking to Meb 
and the other guys I developed a little system that helped me get 

 Looking back on it, there’s no way that number is correct. I have no idea what the real 26

effect is. At the time his specificity seemed authoritative.
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through it. First, I brought a small towel in with me, wrapped 
around my neck. For the first two minutes (which are by far the 
worst) I made a lot of faces, took deep breaths, squeezed the 
towel, and said ridiculous things like, “Hot side of Mercury. Sur-
face of the sun.” Try it. Even if it doesn’t work, other people 
think it’s funny.  

Thinking hot thoughts, which I credit to my friend Andrew, 
wasn’t actually something we did (well, I didn’t). I just said it be-
cause it made me smile, and it eventually became a kind of joke 
mantra for us when we got in the bath. When somebody got in, 
another person would say it to them as a tiny bit of encourage-
ment. 

After a couple minutes, when my legs were beginning to get 
numb, I would either pull out a book to read or chat with people. 
Some days, that was enough. Other days I would start to get the 
shivers after about 5 minutes. On these days I would wrap the 
towel around my face and blow hot air into it. You’d be surprised 
how much it matters that your face is warm, even if the rest of 
your body isn’t.  

Is this the best way to get through an ice bath? I have no idea. I 
imagine Navy Seals have come up with better approaches. But it 
helped me get through it, and over time became a sort of enjoy-
able sub-routine within my overall training. I believe this con-
tributed to my leap, because consistently icing was one of many 
positive changes I made to my training in the months prior. I 
turned a negative arrow (avoiding the ice bath) into two positives 
(better icing and team bonding).   

Engagement in training keeps your positive arrows pointed in 
the right direction. It’s fun to be on a roll. When you are really on 
a roll, obstacles don’t feel like obstacles. They seem to just dis-
appear.  

Ask any hurdler: the hurdles are the same height no matter 
how fast you approach them, but going over them is a lot easier 
if you’ve got some momentum.   
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“Engagement in training keeps your positive ar-
rows pointed in the right direction.” 

Engaging the disengaged 

By now you are hopefully thinking about ways to get a little 
more engaged. Good! Me too, believe me. It’s a constant struggle.  

Sometimes, especially with young and inexperienced athletes, 
it’s just about knowing how. I speak from experience, as I was 
embarrassingly disengaged when I was in high school.  

I was immediately the fastest runner on my team, and the 
older athletes were equally inexperienced. I never picked up a 
book, paid attention to what anyone else was doing, or thought 
about how any other aspect of my life could affect my training.   27

But I thought I was engaged. I was doing the workouts, en-
joyed running, and cared about my results. I just didn’t know 
what being truly engaged meant.  

I attribute this now to three reasons: first, I was never exposed 
to anything like the Optimal Training mindset; second, none of 
my high school coaches or teammates were truly passionate 
about competitive running ; third, the Internet didn’t (really) 28

exist.   29

Once I got to college, I was around teammates who knew a lot 
about the sport. I suddenly had access to high speed Internet 
(and discovered sites like LetsRun and Dyestat). And I was ex-
posed to the kinds of classes and concepts that gave me the tools 
to re-evaluate my training.  

Before I end this chapter, I want to relate a non-running story 
about the importance of engagement. I had the privilege to work 

 Full disclosure: I didn’t even know who Steve Prefontaine was until they made two 27

documentaries about him, well after I’d been in college. Yeah.

 By this I don’t mean knowledgeable about how to train. We did sophisticated workouts. 28

We just didn’t converse about great runners or their training.

 We had dial-up AOL. I’m old.29
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at Apple for many years, and I often get asked about what it’s like 
to work there. In two words: brutally fulfilling. 

It really could be brutal. It is a hierarchical company filled 
with micro-managers. Negative feedback is provided immediate-
ly and directly. People stress minor details as much as major is-
sues. Expectations are extremely high. You are expected to antic-
ipate the unpredictable (what Apple internally calls “seeing 
around corners”) and to take accountability for things outside 
your control. Add to this long working hours and high stress. You 
can imagine why people wonder what I liked about the experi-
ence. 

So here it is: working at Apple means working with people 
who are 100% engaged in their jobs. You cannot survive (let 
alone thrive) at Apple if you are not fully engaged. The result is 
every challenge you face is met with maximum creativity, per-
spective, effectiveness, motivation, and passion. When asked to 
give the one reason Apple is so successful, most analysts say 
things like “design,” “marketing,” “economies-of-scale.” or “lock-
in.” They’re wrong. The answer is “engagement.” 

Engagement is a skill. A learnable and transferrable skill that 
will not only improve your running, but set you up for success in 
whatever you do. 

“Engagement is a learnable and transferable 
skill that will set you up for success in whatever 

you do.” 

If you or a teammate are struggling to stay engaged, some-
times it just takes a little prompting. Pick up a biography of a 
former athlete, read the latest news about the sport, ask your 
coaches and teammates for ideas, talk about the ideas we are 
discussing now. Engagement is about channeling more effort into 
the activity, and it’s perfectly fine to start small. 
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Key Takeaways  
1. Engagement is a key Optimal Training attitude. By engag-
ing you improve your understanding, your perspective, and 
your effectiveness. 

2. The Hidden Training Program is everything you “really” 
need to do to be successful. Engagement is the best way to 
reveal the hidden training program. 

3. Increasing engagement doesn’t require huge efforts. It is 
sufficient to start small by reading, talking, and asking about 
your training. 
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4. Responsibility: Doing vs Delegating 

W hen Lena Nilsson arrived at UCLA in the summer of 
1999 she stood out from the typical freshman recruit. 
She had a discipline and professionalism that most of 

us lacked. She seemed destined to be great. 
And she was. She won NCAA championships at 800m (in-

doors), 1500m (outdoors) and anchored the distance medley re-
lay team to a sub-11 time and national title.  30

Most of the runners at UCLA came from US high school pro-
grams, where coaches coached and runners ran. Choosing our 
college was often the first (and only) time we’d ever chosen a 
coach, and most of us were happy to be there. I was very much 
in this group.  

Lena wasn’t used to training that way, however. She came 
from Sweden, where she had been responsible for her own train-

 She defeated future Olympians Shalane Flanagan and Christin Wurth-Thomas to win 30

those titles, and still holds the UCLA records for 800m and 1500m both indoors and out-
doors.
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ing for many years. She had left coaches and hired new ones to 
help her get to the next level. She’d chosen UCLA because it gave 
her the opportunities she was looking for, but she wasn’t ready 
to hand Coach Peterson as much control as he expected to have.  

This created some friction in the beginning. 
Lena chafed at the idea of just doing what she was told. She 

wanted to understand what she was being asked to do. She 
wanted to play a role in every part of her training.  

It took some time for both Lena and Coach Peterson to figure 
each other out. And when they did (and she was able to stay 
healthy) she was outstanding. But it wasn’t the smoothest transi-
tion. 

Lena’s experience highlights a critical aspect of optimal train-
ing. Just as your coach’s job is to get the best out of you, the re-
verse is also true. Your job is to get the most out of your coach. 

OTP #3: You are responsible for your own training. 

Taking full responsibility for your training is a critical compo-
nent of maintaining your momentum. But it begs another impor-
tant question: what about your coach? 

What is the point in having a coach? Why bother? I mean, you 
are engaged. You know enough about yourself and how to train 
to draw up some good workouts. And you’re mature enough to 
hold yourself accountable to your training. Why not just go it 
alone? 

The Classic Division of Responsibility 

If you haven’t given this question serious thought, then 
chances are you haven’t given enough thought to your training. 
If you’ve always had a coach and never thought twice about it, 
you may also recognize your own training in the chart on the 
next page. 

Most athletes (myself included) start their training with this 
division of responsibility between themselves and their 
coach. The coach plans the workout (or the training schedule) 
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and you do what you are told. Your responsibility is to execute to 
your coach’s specifications. After the workout (or race, or sea-
son) the coach evaluates your progress, and refines the next 
training program, which you then dutifully attempt to execute.  

I’m not arguing this is always the case, or that there is no 
feedback happening in the process, or even that you never have 
a say in the evaluation or the planning. What I’m saying is that in 
this situation, the athlete only takes responsibility for one thing: 
executing the workout. 

That’s not optimal. It may be easy. It may be normal. It may be 
expected of you and what the coach wants. It may even be effec-
tive and efficient, particularly with inexperienced runners. But it 
is not optimal.  

For you to realize your potential, you must take responsibil-
ity for all aspects of your training.  You do not just have a 
coach, you hire a coach. You do not give up responsibility for 
planning and evaluation, but delegate responsibility to your 
coach.  You do not run for your coach, but rather your coach 
coaches for you.  

“For you to realize your potential, you must 
take responsibility for all aspects of your  

training.” 
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The Optimal Division of Responsibility 

The optimal division of responsibility for your formal training 
program looks more like this. I know, all I did was move the line! 
But that move makes a big difference. 

 

Responsibility for Planning: You and your coach will share 
this responsibility. But it starts and ends with you.  

You can delegate the main planning activities to your 
coach.  In most cases this is the smart thing to do. They are ex-
perts after all. But when it comes time to “sign off” on the work-
outs, you have to give your input, express your reservations if 
you have any, and ensure that you agree with the plan.  

Don’t just accept trying to execute a plan you don’t believe 
in.  It rarely works. If your concerns are minor, remember what 
we discussed earlier: it’s better to execute an average workout 
perfectly. If you have major concerns, it’s your responsibility to 
work them out. 

Responsibility for Execution: This is still all you.  
To execute a workout or race effectively, you need to know 

what you are doing and why you are doing it. You also need to 
know the details, like how fast you should run or how much ef-
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fort you should give. And then, you have to have the discipline to 
stick to that plan.  

That means recovery runs are not run at road run pace and 
pace runs are not run all-out. Yes, you can fail to execute a work-
out by running too hard, too. 

During the workout, you need to get feedback to help you im-
prove. If you aren’t getting it, ask for it. Don’t just assume every-
thing is optimal. Make sure. 

Responsibility for Evaluation: Finally, when you are evalu-
ating your performance, you cannot settle for being told how 
you are performing. Your input matters, too.  

That doesn’t mean you ignore your coach’s opinions, or even 
that yours are more valid.  It means you share ownership of the 
evaluation process and initiate it when necessary.  You are re-
sponsible for not hiding things from your coach, for tracking 
your progress thoroughly (in a training log), and for not shying 
away from constructive criticism...because a good coach will give 
it to you! 

If you can’t take responsibility for these three roles, you are 
not ready to be your best.  And having the best coach in the 
world isn’t going to change that. 

Responsibility for the Rest 
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So that covers the formal training program, the two to four 
hours of your day you spend with your coach. What about the 
Hidden Training Program, the other 20 hours? Good news. You 
own even more of the responsibility for this. 

You are delegating a few hours a day to your coach. In these 
few hours you are doing tailored workouts with Next Step goals 
aimed at improving specific skills. Outside of these few hours, 
you are living your life. The decisions you make here can have 
just as big an impact on your momentum. 

Your first leap, the one that is three to six months away right 
now as you read this, is almost certainly going to be the result of 
positive changes you make to your Hidden Training Program. 

In the ideal state, you have everything under control. Your 
coach is available to provide guidance but isn’t needed. That’s 
not always going to be possible.  

For younger or less mature runners, coaches may need to play 
a more active role in defining lifestyle guidelines for athletes. 
They don’t need to be overly demanding, just useful systems that 
athletes can fall back on when making decisions.  31

If you are ready to make these changes, let your coach know. 
Every coach wants to help their athletes make better choices and 
achieve better results. Use them, but don’t rely on them to tell 
you what you need to do. 

Ultimately, how you choose to spend your time outside of 
your workouts will be your decision, and you have to hold your-
self accountable for it. 

The role of your coach 

Do you even need a coach?  
Yes, you need a coach.  
In fact, I’d go further and say you should have a coach for all 

areas of your life, not just training. A coach for your work, stud-
ies, hobbies, marriage… I believe the concept of a “coach” was 

 Chapter 9 is dedicated to this topic.31
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one of the key innovations in history, yet somehow we’ve only 
formalized it in sports. 

My challenge to you: have a coach, but reconsider the rela-
tionship. To quote my coach Bob Larsen: “Your job is to get the 
most out of your coach.”  That’s not a natural way for most ath32 -
letes to think. 

“Your job is to get the most out of your coach.” 

If you are in high school, you may not have a say in who 
coaches you. The coach is hired by the school and coaches who-
ever is on the team. They may or may not be hired for their ex-
pertise in coaching. But they are usually passionate, motivated 
people who enjoy developing young athletes. Figure out what 
their strengths are and try to supplement them with your own 
learning. If you aren’t disrespectfully challenging their authority, 
most coaches will appreciate suggestions for improving your 
training. 

University coaches are required to balance administrative ex-
pectations (signing top recruits, victories against rivals, confer-
ence championships, etc) with your expectations. What they 
need you to do can be different from what you want to do. Many 
runners quit or transfer because they did not consider this 
alignment when choosing the school. Take responsibility for this 
discussion and after you enroll, engage with your coach on these 
topics to keep your momentum as strong as possible.   

Post-collegiate coaches are hired by you to develop you. They 
may have many other athletes they are coaching, but you should 
expect a one-to-one relationship with them. Many athletes 
choose to train in training groups and these can often be formed 
around the coach. Depending on who you want as a coach, you 
may need to move to live near them, not vice versa. 

As you get older and more advanced in your training, you also 
get more choice in who coaches you and under what conditions. 

 From an interview on the Go Be More Podcast on 7/21/2020.32
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Regardless of the level, there are a fixed list of qualities most 
people look for: 

• Experience and/or deep knowledge 
• Passion for the sport and their athletes 
• Expertise in creating training programs 
• Strategic/Tactical skills (developing race plans, etc.) 
• Motivational skills 
• Administrative skills (i.e. organizing a trip to a track meet) 
• Recruiting skills (if college, private high school or way too 

serious youth coach) 
• Stopwatch management skills (3 at a time = bonus) 
• Imitate-ability  33

You will bring your specific strengths to the relationship. So 
will your coach. A coach who complements you and provides the 
qualities you need to excel is critical. It is your responsibility to 
choose the right person and/or make sure the relationship 
works. 

Responsibility for the Results 

After you’ve taken responsibility for your planning, execution, 
and evaluation, there’s still one final step. That’s taking respon-
sibility for the results.  

Lena Nilsson had a lot of success at UCLA. But her career end-
ed much earlier than she expected. She suffered repeated stress 
fractures and despite trying to get healthy for years, she eventu-
ally retired.  

Looking back on her career, she felt what she really needed 
was to be held back. Her problem wasn’t doing the work, it was 
doing too much. Even when recovering from a stress fracture, 
she cross-trained so hard it never healed.  

 This isn’t a word, but shouldn’t it be? Our ability to capture Coach Larsen or Coach 33

Peterson with a simple wave or clap of the hands is something that still bonds my team-
mates and me together. This is a bonus quality.
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She had trouble accepting this at the time. But now she says, it 
was clear. “Somebody needed to put a cast on me. I wasn’t going 
to stop.” Her drive to be the best was blinding her from doing 
what she needed to do. She sees that now. 

“I made my own decisions. I made my own mistakes. There 
were plenty of things I could have done better. Ultimately, I was 
in control of the decisions,” she tells me. 

Sometimes the hardest part of taking responsibility is accept-
ing a reality you don’t want to believe. 

“Sometimes the hardest part of taking respon-
sibility is accepting a reality you don’t want to 

believe.” 

Responsibility for results means looking to yourself first when 
you don’t perform as expected. It means assuming the problem 
lies with your effort and execution, not with the plan to be exe-
cuted. It means caring that the planning, execution and analysis 
are all leading to positive outcomes. 

It also means taking responsibility for your expectations. 
Happiness is a function of expectations. How many times have 
you been disappointed about a race but your coach felt every-
thing went fine? That’s a disconnect in your expectations, and an 
opportunity to engage more. 

These tips will increase the responsibility you take for your 
results: 

• Ask a lot of questions; don’t settle for a vague understand-
ing of what you are supposed to be doing; demand clarity 
• Draft your own training program and compare it with your 
coach’s; even when you go with your coach’s training pro-
gram, this will make you a more engaged runner and you will 
understand your training more completely 
• Ask your coach to review your training log; compare what 
they see with what you saw on your own 
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• Manage your other responsibilities proactively; i.e. don’t let 
homework keep you up all night when you need your rest for 
training, get it done early 
• Choose your coach carefully; if you are going to college, 
don’t just choose a successful program, choose a coach who 
you connect with 
• Look to yourself first when things don’t go right; you will 
fail, often, and when you do, evaluate your role in that failure 
before looking to blame others 

One more story. I am including this because I want you to 
make a leap, but I also want you to know how doing so can mess 
with your head.  

I made a leap my junior year, becoming one of the top run-
ners in the conference. This leap was the result of many factors: 
lifestyle changes, a new coach, and consistently applying all of 
these concepts. 

One of the changes to my training was the introduction of 
tempo runs on the track, usually between 5-7 miles at 5-minute 
mile pace or so. I loved these workouts because they matched 
my strengths: establishing a rhythm, feeling my pace, and main-
taining my consistency. They also conditioned me for the 10k on 
the track, the event I was most focused on. 

During my senior year—post-leap—we switched my tempo run 
to a modified fartlek run. I wasn’t comfortable with the change. 
My coach explained his reasoning and I executed it to the best of 
my ability. But I wasn’t racing as well and this was the most obvi-
ous change. I decided the lack of tempo runs were to blame. 

I wasn’t running that far off from my bests the previous year. I 
wasn’t as consistent, but I was still performing better than I ever 
had previously. My expectations were much higher, though. I 
expected to keep leaping. Why change what worked before? 

Knowing what I know now, this is how I would chart my 
progress starting from my sophomore year. Steady but seemingly 
linear improvements until my junior year, a leap my junior year, 
and then a flattening as I reached my near-term potential. A 
completely normal leap cycle.  
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That’s not what I thought was happening, though. I thought 
improvement was linear and that my trajectory changed my ju-
nior year. Linear thinking can’t explain a leap, and it messes with 
your expectations. When your performance starts to flatten out 
it feels like something is wrong, and you start looking for it. You 
find a reason that fits your mental framework. Mine was tempo 
runs.  

“Linear thinking can’t explain a leap, and it 
messes with your expectations.” 

I can see now that in our conversations my coach was at-
tempting to input a little more quality into my feedback loop. He 
was transitioning my leap cycle from Sustain to Build. At the time 
I didn’t understand. Perhaps I was simply unwilling to.  

Fartlek runs weren’t the only change in my life at that time. I 
lived with different people and established different routines, my 
dad was ill and clearly depressed (he passed away that year), I 
had decided to move abroad with no plan to continue training, 
and I was reading a lot about topics that made me somewhat 
“anti-competitive.” My attitude worsened, and it affected every 
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aspect of my training. I disengaged, and little things started to 
slip. 

But it was much easier to blame everything on the tempo 
runs. With every average performance, I looked at the training 
program as the problem. In the end, I had a frustrating senior 
year. Had you told me as a sophomore the times I would run that 
year I would have been ecstatic. But my expectations were high-
er, which made my frustration much worse. 

Ultimately, the failure was mine. Not because my results were 
poor—they were close to my prior year performances—but be-
cause I didn’t do what I needed to continue improving. I didn’t 
take responsibility.  

As you pursue your goals in running, take responsibility for 
your planning, execution, evaluation, and results. Start now. It’s 
a necessary condition to being your best. 

Key Takeaways  
1. You are responsible for all aspects of your training, includ-
ing planning, execution, and evaluation. 

2. Your coach’s role is to provide you the best possible guid-
ance toward achieving your goals. You must engage with your 
coach to ensure you are getting the feedback you need. 

3. Being responsible for the results means looking to yourself 
first when evaluating why you aren’t performing to the level 
you aspire. 
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PART II: Effort and Behavior 

Chapter 8: Purpose 
- OTP #7: Optimal training is centered on clear, executable 
goals. We train to improve specific abilities. 
- What is Purposeful Practice? 
- What Makes a Good Next Step Goal? 
- Focus, Feedback and Comfort Zones 
- Goals are Worthless but Goal-setting is Everything 
- Five Goal-setting Strategies 
- Goal Communication and Commitment 

Spotlight: Next Level 80/20 

Chapter 9: Discipline 
- OTP #8: Certain behaviors, if practiced with consistent quality, 

ensure Optimal Training. 
- The “Discipline = Willpower” Fallacy 
- Discipline via Systems 
- Creating a System 
- The Many Benefits of Systems 
- Simple Systems Everyone Needs 
- Discipline, Systems, and Making a Leap 
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Chapter 10: Mistakes 
- OTP #9: Making mistakes is an effective way to learn and im-

prove. 
- Mistakes of Commission vs Omission 
- Four Types of Mistakes 
- Risk and Performance Rewards 
- Mistakes Sustain Momentum 

Chapter 11: Analysis 
- OTP #10: Racing times and personal records indicate progress 

at one point in time. 
- Keep a Daily Activity Log 
- Monthly Momentum Model 
- Improving Our Analysis Generally 
- “Respect your Position while Preparing for your Promotion” 

Chapter 12: Perseverance 
- OTP #11: Optimal performances and realizing your potential 

are results of painstaking preparation and hard work. 
- Building Momentum Today = Think Big 
- Sustaining Momentum Tomorrow = Think Small & Think All 
- On Injuries And Other Predictable Obstacles 
- Just Keep Rolling 

Conclusion 

4.
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The Optimal Training Principles 

1. Your athletic performance is a result of your attitude, 
your effort, and your training methods 

2. Active engagement in training makes the process more 
understandable, more relevant, and more effective. (And 
more fun.) 

3. You are responsible for your own training. 

4. Ability is a variable, not a constant. The harder you 
work, the more able you become. 

5. Self-efficacy is a fundamental ingredient to overcoming 
obstacles and achieving success. 

6. All behavior is caused. All causation is mental. We be-
come what we think about most of the time. 

7. Optimal training is centered on clear, executable goals. 
We train to improve specific abilities. 

8. Certain behaviors, if practiced with consistent quality, 
ensure Optimal Training. 

9. Making mistakes is an effective way to learn and im-
prove. 

10. Racing times and personal records indicate progress at 
one point in time. 

11. Optimal performances and realizing your potential are 
results of painstaking preparation and hard work. 
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Glossary 

The following terms are defined as I use them within the book. 
These definitions may not align to a standard dictionary or Wiki-
pedia entry. (Parentheses include the main chapter where they 
are discussed.) 

4+2 Factors - in self-efficacy, there are four canonical factors: personal experi-
ence, vicarious experience, social persuasion, and physiological factors; I have 
added two more: visualization and faith (ch 6) 
80/20 Rule - the idea that 80% of our results come from 20% of our activities; a 
simple tool for prioritizing our time and effort (80/20 Rule) 
Ability - what we are able to do; the result of our talent and effort over time; 
changes over time (ch 5, ch 11) 
Accountability - see “responsibility" 
Analogy Approach - a technique for developing a Growth Mindset, in which 
you view improvement in a different area as evidence that the same can be true 
in the area you are interested in (ch 5) 
Analysis - see “evaluation” 
Arrows - used to represent forces in the Momentum Model; the size of the ar-
row represents the force’s strength (Momentum Model, ch 12)  
Attitude - the mental approach we take toward an activity (ch 2)  
Attribution - the way in which we describe and explain our performance (At-
tribution Theory) 
Attribution errors - see “fundamental attribution error” and “talent trap” 
Attribution Theory - developed by Bernard Weiner, a theory that connects 
how individuals explain their performances (Attribution Theory)  
Backcast - a strategy in which you imagine you have achieved a goal, and think 
backward to identify all the obstacles you had to overcome (ch 8) 
Bold - acting aggressively but with a plan that accepts some amount of risk; this 
is the ideal attitude to take when entering a competition or challenge (ch 10) 
Brushing your teeth - an example of a system that can be more or less com-
plicated depending on the individual; please do it (ch 9) 
Build Phase - the first phase of a Leap Cycle; in this phase improvement is 
minimal, but if the work being done is high quality it will lead to a leap (ch 1) 
Build to Leap - a transition between the Build and Leap phases; we can tell 
our training is working, but improvement is still gradual (ch 1) 
Causal dimensions - the three defining aspects of an attribution: locus of con-
trol (internal vs external), stability (fixed vs variable), and controllability (can 
we control it?) (Attribution Theory) 
Causation - the act of causing a behavior or result; the driving force (ch 7) 
Coaches - the people we delegate responsibility to for our training, and imitate 
when we get together with teammates after we graduate (ch 4) 
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Cognitive load - the mental effort being used during an activity (Ch 9) 
Compounding - the result when improvements are fed back into a positive 
feedback loop, thus generating continually greater improvements with each 
cycle; if continued long enough, creates exponential growth and leaps (ch 1) 
Concentration - see “focus” 
Concrete - what all goals should be; achieved by telling others (ch 8) 
Conservative - entering a race or competition unwilling to accept sufficient 
risk due to fearing the negative outcome more than desiring the positive out-
come (ch 10) 
Consideration - how much we have thought about a habit or behavior; habits 
tend to have been Never, Actively, or Previously considered (ch 9) 
Consistency - repeating the same behaviors continuously over time; consisten-
cy is essential to creating a positive feedback loop and compounding (ch 1, ch 
12) 
Consistency bias - an innate bias in which we wish to act in accordance with 
what we have declared, or with who we believe ourselves to be (ch 7) 
Controllability - whether or not we can influence the factor; requires the fac-
tor be internal and variable, which is typically Effort (Attribution Theory) 
Criticism - a type of feedback in which your attitude or behaviors are judged to 
need improvement; often given bluntly and ineffectively (ch 11) 
Declarative - see “explicit” 
Deliberate Practice - the highest form of practice as defined by Anders Erics-
son; it is purposeful practice with a world class coach (ch 8) 
Digital cleanse - removing digital distractions from your environment, typical-
ly for a period of at least 2 weeks (ch 7) 
Discipline bubble - finding one other person to work with you in establishing 
new disciplined behaviors; useful when your team environment is not con-
ducive to the changes you wish to make (ch 9) 
Discipline Illusion - the belief that maintaining a disciplined lifestyle is restric-
tive and exhausting; related to Discipline = Willpower Fallacy (ch 9) 
Discipline = Willpower Fallacy - the belief that willpower is essential to main-
taining discipline; related to Discipline Illusion (ch 9) 
Disengagement - the loss or lack of passion or motivation, and the resulting 
lack of effort put into an activity (ch 3) 
Distraction - anything that affects your ability to focus; what our environment 
is filled with (ch 7) 
Effectiveness - how appropriate an activity is for your intended outcome (ch 2) 
Efficiency - how well you do something, relative to the time and effort you put 
into it (ch 2) 
Effort - the energy you apply toward an activity; one of the four factors of At-
tribution Theory; what high achievers attribute success and failure to; a central 
component of a growth mindset and self-efficacy (ch 2, ch 5, ch 6, Attribution 
Theory) 
Engagement - what happens when passion meets motivation; the act of invest-
ing your mental energy into all aspects of your training; improves understand-
ing and relevance; how we discover the Hidden Training Program (ch 3) 
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Environment - the surroundings in which you live and train; where positive 
and negative external forces exist in the Momentum Model; an area filled with 
triggers that can help or hurt your behavior (ch 9, Momentum Model) 
Evaluation - reviewing your training to identify areas for improvement; one 
part of training that you are responsible for, along with your coach (ch 4) 
Execution - the act of carrying out an activity; the quality of your execution 
determines the quality of your results (ch 4, ch 8) 
Expectations - what we believe will happen in the future; these set the ceiling 
for our ability, so they must be set productively (Intro) 
Explicit - actively thinking about something, especially routines (ch 7) 
Exponential growth - the result of a positive feedback loop and consistent 
compounding; the vertical line in the Leap Phase of a Leap Cycle (ch 1) 
Faith - the belief in a high power or purpose; often a source of self-efficacy for 
those who hold it (ch 6) 
Fakers - someone who approaches an activity with concentration but not pas-
sion; they are typically going through the motions (ch 7) 
Fartlek - the one, sole reason I didn’t keep leaping; a legitimate word that spell 
check thinks isn’t real; my current favorite type of workout (ch 4) 
Feedback - the portion of your results that goes back into the process; what 
you hear from your coach or teammates that guides your training; can be ex-
plicit or implicit (ch 1, ch 6, ch 8, ch 11) 
Feedback loop - a process in which some portion of the results are entered 
back into the process, which is repeated indefinitely (ch 1) 
FIST - Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat and Twitter; the companies pounding 
you with non-stop distractions (ch 7) 
Fixed - the quality of being unchanging; in Attribution Theory, talent and task 
difficulty are considered fixed factors (Attribution theory) 
Fixed Mindset - coined by Carol Dweck; an attitude in which our talent deter-
mines our performance; it leads to a desire to demonstrate ability and a fear of 
taking on new challenges (ch 5) 
Focus - the ability to block out distractions and think about one thing for an 
extended time; a critical component of building mental representations and 
purposeful practice (ch 7, ch 8) 
Footnote - an opportunity for undisciplined authors to add irrelevant content, 
jokes, or personal anecdotes; they are my favorite 
Force - anything acting on your Momentum Model; can be internal or external, 
positive or negative, strong or weak; represented by arrows (Momentum Mod-
el) 
Formal Training Program - everything your coach or training program re-
quires you to do (ch 3) 
Fundamental Attribution Error - mistakenly attributing someone’s behavior 
to their talent or personality, which are internal and fixed traits; a common 
mistake we make in evaluating behavior (ch 11) 
Goal commitment - the act of publicly sharing your goals in order to reinforce 
your commitment to achieving them (ch 8) 
Goal-setting - making a new goal; more important than the goal itself (ch 8) 
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Green’s Razor - “Never attribute to talent or luck that which can be adequately 
explained by effort.” (Attribution Theory) 
Growth Mindset - coined by Carol Dweck; an attitude in which our effort de-
termines our performance; it leads to a desire to learn and improve and em-
bracing new challenges (ch 5) 
Habits of thought - the consistent use of mental models and frameworks to 
explain situations and outcomes (ch 7, ch 12) 
Hidden Training Program - what you REALLY need to do to be successful; 
includes all of the non-practice activities that make up our daily life (ch 3) 
High achiever - someone who consistently performs up to their ability; typical-
ly attributes both success and failure to their effort (Attribution theory) 
Hippo - a vicious grizzly bear killer and you know it, Andrew (ch 3) 
Hot side of Mercury - see “surface of the sun” 
Ice bath - a terrible invention that dedicated athletes use to increase their re-
covery; a place where skinny people go to suffer (ch 3) 
Implicit - anything done unconsciously, especially routines (ch 7) 
Improvement curve - what your improvement looks like when charted on a 
graph, typically takes an S-shape when a leap is visible (ch 1) 
Keychain - an example of a “painful to sit on” environmental trigger that can 
lead to positive behavior (ch 9) 
Law of Conservation of Mental Energy - “if we can do something without 
thinking, we will”; this explains why we fall into many bad habits (ch 7) 
Lazy Default - what we do when we don’t want to put energy into something; 
can be positive and productive or negative and unproductive; a key factor in 
understanding discipline and creating good systems (ch 9) 
Leap - rapid and sustained improvement in one’s performance (ch 1) 
Leap Cycle - the three phases of a leap: Build, Leap, Sustain (ch 1) 
Leap to Sustain - a transition between the Leap and Sustain phases; improve-
ment slows and our performances begin to plateau (ch 1) 
Linear (thinking/improvement) - the belief that improvement occurs in a 
straight line (Intro, ch 1) 
Locus of Control - in Attribution theory, whether or not a factor is internal or 
external (Attribution theory) 
Log - a book or diary in which you track your time, workouts, etc (ch 9, ch 11) 
Low achiever - someone who performs below their ability; typically they do 
not attribute their success or failure to effort (Attribution theory) 
Low hanging fruit - the low hanging fruit are easier to pick than the fruit at 
the top of the tree; in training, it is the activity that gets you the most benefit for 
the least effort (Intro) 
Luck - anything that helps or hurts our progress that cannot be expected or 
planned for; one of the four causal dimensions (Attribution theory) 
Make a leap - see “Leap” 
Mental representation - coined by Anders Ericsson; “a mental structure that 
corresponds to an object, an idea, a collection of information, or anything else, 
concrete or abstract, that the brain is thinking about”; it is the way we define an 
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activity in our minds; high achievers tend to have very well-defined mental rep-
resentations (ch 7) 
Mental model - a framework or way of thinking that explains the world (Intro) 
Mental training - the act of training ourselves to think better (Intro) 
Mentor - someone to guide you on your journey; find one, or even two (ch 12) 
Mistake of commission - a mistake that resulted from a decision to act (ch 10) 
Mistake of omission - a mistake that resulted from a failure to act (ch 10) 
Momentum Model - a mental model in which we view our progress as a ball 
rolling up a hill, with internal/external positive/negative forces moving the ball 
and obstacles along the path to our goal (Momentum Model) 
Motivation - the desire to achieve a goal; one of the key drivers of strong en-
gagement (ch 3) 
Mt. Fuji - a mountain with many paths to the top, but one everyone uses (ch 2) 
Naive Practice - The idea that simply doing something repeatedly will lead to 
improvement (ch 8) 
Next Level 80/20 - The result of applying the 80/20 rule on itself; doing so 
enables us to see that it is possible for 4% of our actions to create 2/3 of our 
results (Next Level 80/20) 
Next Step goal - an execution-oriented goal focused on your activity in the 
moment; it is one of the key components of purposeful practice (ch 8) 
Norm-referenced excellence - excellent performance judged against external 
standards (times) or other competitors (place) (ch 5) 
North Star goal - a distant goal you hope to achieve in the future (ch 8) 
Obstacles - Any event or challenge that slows your momentum; typically 3 
kinds: preparation, perseverance, luck; a key component of the Momentum 
Model (Momentum Model, ch 12) 
Optimal Training Principle - a core belief or reality that serves as the founda-
tion for your training program; there are 11 in this book, each with a chapter 
dedicated to it 
Passion - an intense interest, regardless of any particular outcome; an essential 
component of engagement and building mental representations (ch 3, ch 7) 
Perseverance - the ability to continue in the face of obstacles, setbacks, and 
challenges (ch 12) 
Persistence - see Perseverance 
Personal experience - something you have done in the past; the strongest 
factor in creating strong self-efficacy (ch 6) 
Personal limit - the maximum improvement you can make in the time period 
you are considering; your personal limit for this season will be lower than your 
personal limit for your career; also called “short-term potential" (ch 1) 
Physiological factors - how you feel when you enter a situation (fear, stress, 
etc); one of the four canonical factors contributing to self-efficacy (ch 6) 
Planning - according to Eisenhower, it is everything; see “preparation” 
Positive feedback loop - a specific type of feedback loop that results in com-
pounding improvement and exponential growth (ch 1) 
Potential - the limit of your ability; differs in the near and long term; what ath-
letes with a growth mindset are focused on achieving (ch 1, ch 12) 
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Pre-conditional rule - a rule that commits you to doing the preparation for 
the behavior you want (i.e. sitting at the desk with your book open for 5 min-
utes when you need to study) (ch 9) 
Pre-Mortem - a practice whereby you assume you failed to achieve a goal and 
then tell the story of that failure; useful for identifying potential obstacles prior 
to starting a project or pursuing a goal (ch 8) 
Preparation - the act of getting ready to do or deal with something; best when 
done painstakingly (ch 12) 
Priorities - the areas in training or your life that are most important; where we 
should focus our effort when our results are not proportional (80/20 rule) 
Procedural - see “implicit” 
Proportional - a situation where the inputs and outputs are close to equal; our 
training activities are NOT proportional (80/20 Rule) 
Purpose - the objective of an activity; something you must know prior to be-
ginning if you are to execute efficiently (ch 8) 
Purposeful Practice - a higher form of practice than Naive Practice, which 
requires focus on Next Step goals, immediate feedback, intense focus, and get-
ting out of one’s comfort zone (ch 8) 
Quality - a measure of how well you do an activity; a key component in creating 
a Leap Cycle (ch 2) 
Quantity - a measure of how much you do an activity (ch 2) 
Rabbit - a runner who sets the pace in a race; also the foul beast that guards 
the Cave of Caerbannog (ch 10)  
Reckless - an approach to competing that takes on high risk without planning; 
can lead to breakthroughs but often results in poor performances (ch 10) 
Responsibility - holding yourself accountable for your performance; all ath-
letes must be responsible for Planning, Execution, and Evaluation (ch 4) 
Reframing Approach - a technique for developing a Growth Mindset, in which 
successful performances are actively attributed to effort and preparation (ch 5) 
Risk - the potential downside of a plan or activity; something all athletes must 
accept if they are to achieve a breakthrough performance 
Rule #1 of Communication - “most people aren’t good at it” (ch 11) 
Rule of Thumb - a simple, generic rule for a situation, something I used a little 
too often in this book to make my points (ch 2, ch 7, ch 9) 
Self-efficacy - the belief in what you can achieve given the amount of effort you 
put into it; an essential factor in achieving greatness (ch 6) 
Self-esteem - our feeling of self-worth; is not a relevant factor in achieving 
greatness (ch 6) 
Self-referenced excellence - excellent performance judged against internal or 
personal standards, including our expectations or the situation (ch 5) 
Shoelaces - things we use to tighten our shoes; must be tied (Intro) 
Social persuasion - being told we can do something by someone we trust; one 
of the four factors that lead to high self-efficacy (ch 6) 
Spotlight - a very short chapter illustrating a mental model or key idea, typical-
ly 3-5 pages long; there are four in this book: Momentum Model, Attribution 
Theory, 80/20 Rule, Next Level 80/20 
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Stability - whether or not a factor is fixed or variable; one of the causal dimen-
sions in Attribution theory (Attribution Theory) 
Striving Mistakes - mistakes we make because we are trying to do something 
for the first time; the best kind of mistakes to make (ch 10) 
Surface of the sun - along with “hot side of Mercury,” an ineffective idea to 
think about while suffering in an ice bath (ch 4) 
Sustain Phase - the third and final phase in a Leap Cycle, a long slow period of 
moderate improvement after we make our leap; naturally turns into the next 
Build Phase when quality is improved (ch 1) 
Systems - habits and routines we create that lead to positive outcomes with 
minimal effort required to execute them; the best strategy for “rest-of-80%” 
activities (ch 9) 
Task Difficulty - how hard a task is; one of the four factors in Attribution The-
ory, external and fixed (Attribution Theory) 
Talent - our innate ability, often tied to our potential; one of the four factors in 
Attribution Theory, internal and fixed (ch 5, Attribution Theory) 
Talent Trap - a specific attribution error where we see a performance and as-
sume it is primarily due to talent; often made with East African runners (ch 6) 
Think Small, Think All - the attitude of identifying all of the small influences 
on your training and getting them to be positive (ch 12) 
Time - a measure of how long you do an activity; a key aspect of a positive feed-
back loop and a Leap Cycle (ch 2) 
Tomorrow’s Key Three - a strategy of writing down your three top priorities 
for the next day and sharing them with someone to hold you accountable (ch 7) 
Training Methods - part of the Optimal Training Pyramid, along with Attitude 
and Effort; the third and least important part (ch 2) 
Trigger - anything that initiates a thought or behavior (ch 9) 
Value check - in goal-setting, the strategy of imagining the lifestyle you will 
need to maintain to achieve your goal; if you cannot imagine sustaining that 
lifestyle, you should re-evaluate your North Star goal (ch 8) 
Variable - changes over time; what someone with a Growth Mindset believes 
about their ability; a key dimension in Attribution Theory (Attribution Theory) 
Vicarious experience - seeing someone you relate to accomplish something; 
the second-most powerful factor in establishing high self-efficacy (ch 6) 
Vicious cycle - a positive feedback loop that results in a bad outcome (ch 1) 
Virtuous cycle - a positive feedback loop that results in a good outcome (ch 1) 
Visualization - a technique where we imagine how an activity will unfold be-
fore we attempt to do it; one of the factors that influences self-efficacy; Alex 
Honnold’s super power (ch 6) 
Willpower - the mental energy we have to apply to a problem; gets used up 
when we have to use it in our daily lives; best conserved for purposeful prac-
tice; mistakenly believed to be essential to a disciplined life (ch 7, ch 9) 
Zzzzz - onomatopoeia for sleep, something you should get more of (ch 9) 
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mental side of training. We interview top athletes, coaches and experts 
from running, triathlons, CrossFit, water polo and more to understand 
what drives them to be their best. Guests have included Meb Keflezighi, 
Sara Hall, Tim O’Donnell, Maggie Steffens, Scott Panchik and more. 
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UCANGOBEMORE to save 20% on your purchase of UCAN products, 
and get free shipping! 
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