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Introduction 
 
Another book about performance.  Aren’t there 
enough self-help books out there?  Maybe, but I can 
honestly say I have read many of them and none of 
them seem to be about me.  How then can be they be 
about self-help? 
 
My hope in offering this book is that you will truly 
learn that what matters in performance is you.  That 
means that performance demands not only self 
awareness, but an understanding, an experience of 
you.  It demands and provides a way of collecting 
information from your life and then acting freely to 
put that information to work.  No book, including this 
one, can tell you about yourself, your life. 
  
Maybe you already perform at a high level and 
simply want to keep going, expanding that 
experience.  Maybe you have done everything you 
were supposed to do in life and you ended up 
somewhere you never wanted to be- feeling a little 
lost, confused, and wondering what happened.  
Maybe you are stuck and do not know who to listen 
to or where to go.   
  
As you read The Little Book, my hope is that you will 
reflect on the experiences and words of the people I 
introduce to you.  I hope that the many quotes and 
passages I have added from authors will inspire you 
as well as validate some of my own beliefs for you. 
An author of one of the best selling books on 
corporate leadership told me that in order to sell 
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books, I needed to provide a  scientific finding to 
really make a contribution, to make people want to 
listen to me.  Maybe he is right. 
 
In spite of his advice, however, I choose craft over 
science especially after reading his book as well as 
dozens of others.  I do so because in my experience, 
the people we can learn the most from are indeed 
craftsmen, people of experience and wisdom.  People 
science cannot measure, at least not yet. Surely some 
of what they do, what they know is the result of 
scientific study, but not all of it and not the most 
difficult  part to obtain.   Craftsmen are the result of 
experience, of paying attention, of lifelong learning, 
of loving their craft. 
 
This book is a tribute to those craftsmen who have 
taken the time to share their stories with me.  Whether 
we call it the self or the soul, the mind or the body, 
craft is the intersection between our lives and our 
work.  Craft is the interaction of wisdom and 
knowledge, of expression and achievement, of  
experiences and results.  Craft is about you and what 
you choose to do with your life. 

 
This book is about that intersection, that interaction.  
It is in this place that great performers performed at 
their best, where simple ideas turned into real world 
dreams.  Their secret was in their personal discovery 
of this place, a place where craftsmen are born and 
true craft emerges.  I hope this book helps you believe 
that such a place exists and is worth finding in your 
own life. 
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The Little Book of Big Performance 
 
I have spent the last fifteen years studying and 
learning about performance.  I am going to share with 
you the stories of great performers who I have been 
fortunate enough to learn from. I have had access to 
people who have performed at high levels and who 
live fulfilling lives.  
 
I played  basketball at the University of Virginia, but 
I didn't play very much.,  During my four years at 
UVa., my team was ranked number one often and we 
won more games than any other team in history to 
that point. One of my teammates was Ralph Sampson, 
who was a three time national player of the year. Six 
or seven of my teammates ended up playing in the 
National Basketball Association, but we did not win  
the championships we had hoped to 
 
As I sat on the bench, I wondered why I was not 
performing the way I thought I could.  Truthfully, it 
hurt a great deal to sit on the bench each week on 
national television.  It was embarrassing.  What hurt 
even more, though, was the loss of the opportunity to 
play and to perform.  I missed the experience, though 
at the time I did not understand what I was feeling.   
 
When I left school after graduating, I played some 
ball over in Europe, I sold computer software for a 
few years, and I coached high school basketball. As I 
was coaching high school basketball, I realized that 
there was something missing in what we were trying 
to tell kids. This went back to my own experience – 
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ideas and lessons I missed as a basketball player that I 
think would have made a difference for me as a 
player and in life. 
 
I went back to get my  Ph. D. at UVa. and really did 
not know what I was going back to do.   I did not 
know what Sport Psychology was, but I had some 
questions and I wanted them answered. As it turned 
out, I had questions that  the academic study of sport 
psychology didn't answer for me. As I talked to other 
athletes and looked back at my own experiences, I 
realized that the people who had helped me most had 
been the athletes who had been through some 
meaningful experiences and were willing to share 
them with me.  
 
Since that time, I have sought out people who I 
looked at from a distance or people who were friends 
of mine and said, 'I really like the way they live their 
lives as well as how they perform." I wanted to 
understand how they did it.  I came to understand 
they did not make a distinction between how they 
lived and how they performed.  One was feeding the 
other. 
 
I listen to people.  I have learned to listen my own life 
and how it feels, to  make observations about myself.  
I've become pretty good at sitting down with people 
and asking them one question, - "How did you get 
where you are?" - and letting them talk, letting them 
tell me their stories of  how they lived their lives, how 
they had arrived at where they were. 
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I am sharing with you a theory, a process that has 
emerged out of the 400 or so people that I've 
interviewed, that won awards, that set world records, 
high level performers in business, television, sport, 
medicine, music – many different arenas of 
performance. These interviews also include everyday 
folks, people who lead the lives they want to lead- 
parents, teachers, family members. The main criteria 
for inclusion is that they served as role models for 
me.  They lead fulfilling lives, treat other people well. 
and enjoy serving as role models to others. 
 
A child said, what is the grass? fetching it to me 
with full hands. How could 
I answer the child...I do not know what it is any 
more than he.  

-Walt Whitman 
 
Let me be clear.  I have shared my story because I 
have learned a great deal from these people, people 
most others do not have access to.  Maybe the 
information will help you.  Maybe not.  I have taught 
it to thousands of people.  I have used it to consult 
with individuals and organizations seeking better 
performance, better lives.  One suggestion I could 
make to you right now, something I ask the people I 
work with do, is to simply find people who you want 
to learn from as I did.   
 
Like Whitman to the child bearing blades of grass, I 
cannot say what performance or a fulfilling life looks 
like for you.  My purpose is to share a  simple process 



 6 

I have learned in the hope that it inspires you to find 
your own way of performing, your own life to live. 
 
Fifteen years ago, heart surgeon Curt Tribble, 
approached me with the idea that athletes and 
surgeons faced similar pressure, similar responses, 
and needed similar training to attain high levels of 
performance.  I had no idea if this were true, so I 
started going over at 5:30 AM to watch them operate. 
The first time I went over, I thought the O. R. would 
be very quiet and the surgeons somewhat uptight.  I 
walked in and they were blasting music and having a 
great time.  They all knew what their role was and 
how to focus when they had to. I was taken aback by 
what I saw, but I learned that the mental skills were, 
in fact, very similar to those required by sport. 
 
I am now in charge of running the surgical experience 
for the third year medical students.  An important part 
of my job is to lay the foundation for that experience. 
When I first started there, the students ranked their 
surgical experience at the bottom of their time in 
medical school.  Over the past thirteen years, we have 
turned it into an award winning program. The way we 
changed that was by telling the students, "instead of 
making you someone who is going to be taught, we 
are going to make you a learner. We are going to 
create an opportunity for you to learn, but you have to 
take responsibility for that."  We create this 
environment by providing a sense of freedom and 
ownership of their experience while at the same time  
expecting high levels of responsible behavior.  
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One way we have helped the students has been to 
bring in speakers from different arenas—a Grammy 
award winning musician, an Olympic swimmer, a 
nutritionist, a business person, an executive educator 
and the CEO of a successful health club chain.  One 
of the these speakers was one of Curt Tribble’s 
English Professors from college, Jim Skinner. We 
shared with Jim the philosophy we imparted to our 
students., that guided the way we ran our educational 
experience.  A week or so after Jim had visited us, he 
wrote Curt a letter.  Curt brought the letter to our next 
orientation to read to the students.  He was struggling 
with it so he asked me to read it.  I read through it, 
handed it back to him and said “YOU read it.”  It hit  
both of us at an emotional level: 
 
In the course of trying to persuade my father to go 
to Italy with me, I gave him a book.  The book was 
titled The Architecture of the Italian Renaissance 
by Peter Murray.  In the introduction to the book, 
the author eloquently describes the sources of  
Renaissance architecture and makes the 
connections to the history and philosophy and 
religion of the times. 
 
My father was never an avid reader, but one day 
about seven years ago, I sat with my father in his 
living room.  As I was reading the newspaper, my 
father sat down in his rocking chair beside me and 
began to read.  After several minutes I looked up 
and was greatly surprised to see there were tears 
in his eyes, tears rolling down his cheeks.  I said  
Dad what’s wrong?  He looked up at me and in a 
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voice almost anguished, he said to me: Why didn’t 
I ever know these things?  Why did I never learn 
this? 
 
He went on to explain that, at Georgia Tech, 
where he had gone to school to learn to become an 
architect, all they had ever taught him was how to 
design a building, how to build a building.  They 
had never encouraged him to look beyond this, to 
explore the why’s and where fore’s of the 
architecture, to probe beneath the surface of 
technique or to make those vital connections 
between architecture and religion and philosophy 
and history.  Just how to build and nothing more.   
 
And in that moment, there was such a sense of 
loss, of profound sadness at my father’s realization 
of what had been missing all those years laboring 
in his profession, sweating to meet deadline after 
deadline after deadline. 
 
I had questions left from my experiences as an 
athlete, as a salesman, and as a high school coach.  
Questions about the why’s and wherefore’s.  I 
expected to find answers to these questions in school.  
That is why I went back to graduate school. 
 
What I got were books and methodologies and 
research protocols thrown at me. Nobody asked me 
what my questions were. I got sidetracked for a little 
while, and then I realized that I needed to go back and 
try to understand why I wanted to do this - why I 
wanted to get this degree. In doing so, what I also 
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wanted to do was try to understand why it was that 
people perform.  
 
If you think about it, when people perform, no matter 
what they're doing, if they do it publicly, it's very 
risky. There's a real. chance of humiliation, of putting 
themselves on the line. There's got to be reason why 
they do that. When I began interviewing all these 
people, I didn't think that 1 would necessarily find 
one reason. why they all did it, but I think I came up 
with something that is close to that reason. 
 
I came across this quote by Joseph Campbell in a Bill 
Moyers interviews- 
 
I think that what we're seeking is an experience of 
being alive, so that our life experiences on the 
purely physical plane will have resonances with 
our own innermost being and reality so that we 
actually feel the rapture of being alive. 

 
-Joseph Campbell 

 
In my own words, what that means is that people seek 
resonance. 
 
Resonance- A seamless fit between what is inside 
you and what is happening 
around you. 
 
I came across this concept of resonance in my 
interviews over and over again, no matter what arena 
the performer I was interviewing excelled in.  I 
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realized that I had found the why of performance.  In 
other words, I understood at some level why  these 
people put in the hours of work and risked public 
humiliation.   
 
As my experience at the hospital taught me, there 
were similarities across arenas of performance.  My 
drummer friend, John Molo, made the same 
observations- that what made him a good drummer 
had also made him a good athlete.  Soon afterwards, 
my friend Jim Clawson from Darden Business School 
made  the same comments that business people faced 
similar needs and problems.  So we began a 
conversation that continues to this day with hundreds 
of participants- from authors to CEO’s to surgeons, to 
pilots, to high level coaches and athletes, even to 
children with diabetes.  
 
The conversation led to yet another question I needed 
to answer. What is performance?   
 
I came across this quote by Mozart. He died when he 
was 35, and one of the things he said right before he 
died was: 
 
I am finished before I have enjoyed my talent  
 

-Mozart 
 
I connected with Mozart’s dying words.  These words 
described exactly how I felt about my basketball 
career.  It finished before I ever really got to enjoy my 
talent.   Over the years, I have also consulted with 
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hundreds of people who feel stuck or lost or who feel 
they have lost the opportunity to enjoy their talent.  
Maybe even worse, they feel they have done 
everything they were supposed to do to be successful, 
to feel successful and yet their lives felt unfulfilling 
and empty.  As 1 talked to athletes at the University, 
as I talked to medical students at the University, and 
now as I talk to CEO's and business people I hear this 
over, and over, and over. This sense of dissonance 
exhibits a real disconnect between what we consider 
performance, what people talk about as performance 
and what role enjoying one’s talent plays in great 
performances.  
 
In his book A Pirate Looks at Fifty, musician Jimmy 
Buffet talked about his decision to seek the life he 
wanted: 
 
It seems to me that here in America, in 
presumably evolved “what about me” capitalistic 
culture, too many of us choose the wrong goals for 
the wrong reasons.  There is a labyrinth of choices, 
none of which seem to suit me. By the time most of 
us war babies reached high school, we were pretty 
much derailed from the natural order of things.  
We were supposed to grow up, and that’s where 
my problems started.  Parents, teachers, coaches 
and guidance counselors bombarded me with the 
same question: “What are you going to do with 
your life?” I didn’t even want to think about that 
when I was fourteen.  My teachers called me a 
daydreamer.  They would write comments on my 
report card like “He seems to live in a fantasy 
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world and prefers that to paying serious attention 
to serious subject matters that will prepare him 
for life.” 
 
The life they were so hell bent on preparing me for 
bored the living shit out of me.  It seemed way too 
serious.  I saw more meaning in the mysteries of 
the ocean and the planets than in theology or 
religion.  Emerging from adolescence with a 
healthy “lack of respect for the proper 
authorities,” and a head full of romanticism and 
hero worship.  I was able to come up with an 
answer 
 
Q: What are you going to do with your life? 
A: Live a pretty interesting one. 
 
I have always looked at life as a voyage, mostly 
wonderful, sometimes frightening.  In my family 
and friends I have discovered treasure more 
valuable than gold.  I have seen and done things 
that I read about as a kid.  I have dodged many 
storms and bounced across the bottom on 
occasion, but so far Lady Luck and the stars by 
which I steer have kept me off the rocks.  I have 
paid attention when I had to and have made more 
rights tacks than wrong ones to end up at this 
moment-with a thousand ports of call behind me 
and, I hope, a thousand more to see.  My voyage 
was never a well conceived plan, nor will it ever 
be.  I have made it up as I went along. 
  
    -  Jimmy Buffet 
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As I present my ideas, you will see that enjoyment of 
your talent, experiencing the performance plays an 
important role in defining and executing great 
performance.  You will also see that we cannot 
anticipate how our lives will feel until we actually 
have our own experiences and pay attention to the 
data provided by our feelings and emotions.  In this 
sense, I think we all make it up as we go along.  
 
Let me be clear.  In our results oriented society, 
winning matters.  Results are part of the process.  The 
real question is how does enjoying one’s talent or 
experiences impact the results?  Does how you feel 
impact your performance?  Based on my interviews, 
how you feel matters greatly.  It increases the chances 
of success because it increases one’s ability to sustain 
the effort, to do the work needed to excel. 
 
The people 1 chose to interview were not just people 
who are good performers in their arena, but people 
who are good performers in life. Mihalyi 
Csikzentmihalyi, author of Flow described it well: 
 
People who lead a satisfying life are generally 
individuals who have lived their life according to 
rules they themselves created. They eat according 
to their own schedules, they sleep when they are  
sleepy, work because they enjoy doing it, choose 
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their friends and relationships for good reasons. 
They understand their motivations and 
limitations. They have carved out a small freedom 
of choice. 
 

- Mihalyi Csikzentmihalyi 
 
If you had to describe the people that l have 
interviewed, this description fits them well.  Sport 
Philosopher Eleanor Metheny agreed: 
 
During the past ten years, I have talked with many 
men and women, and many boys and girls, about 
their interest...in sport.  In those conversations, I 
have heard many explanations, but always, sooner 
or later, I have heard the word “freedom.”  
Freedom to go all out, holding nothing back, 
freedom to focus all the energies of my own mortal 
being on the voluntary performance of one self-
chosen human-action, freedom to experience 
myself at my own utmost as a whole-hearted fully 
motivated, fully integrated, and fully functioning 
human being. 

-Eleanor Metheny 
 
Author Jacob Needleman echoed Metheny in his 
book Money and the Meaning of Life: 
 
To be totally engaged with all my functions, all my 
faculties, all my capacities in life.  To me, that 
would be success.  

-Jacob Needleman 
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The Process of Performance 
 
In my academic work, I found learning techniques 
and research to be necessary, but tedious and 
somewhat artificial.  In other words, the work never 
seemed to capture the feelings I felt as a player or  the 
emotion I heard in my interviews.  One day, I 
happened to read this quote by Charles Lindbergh: 
 
Building an airplane is easier than the 
evolutionary process of the flight of a bird. I'd 
rather be around birds. 
 

-Charles Lindbergh 
 
I felt like we were building airplanes and I wanted to 
be around birds. I felt that we were trying to make 
athletes perform in a  way that was not necessarily 
evolutionary.  Do not get me wrong, the details, the 
techniques matter, but they are greatly helped by a 
larger process or philosophy.  William Blake once 
suggested that to truly help another person, one must 
pay attention to “the minute particulars.”  The trick 
then was to understand the larger process of 
performance, the why’s and wherefore’s that included 
the minute particulars. 
 
It  seemed to me that people who enjoyed their talent 
performed better than people who simply put in the 
work.  I wanted to learn, to understand performance 
from the beginning. In order to do this I had to start as 
best I could with a clean slate.  I had to let go of my 
preconceptions of goal setting, practice, winning etc.  
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I had to listen as carefully as possible to the people I 
interviewed with a clear head.  What I heard surprised 
me because I had never heard it before.  But in 
interview after interview it cried out: 
  
Performance is the creation and expression of an 
idea. 
 
I liked this because it felt like a process, of being 
around birds, watching and helping them learn to fly.  
It also fits what I heard from the people I 
interviewed—that their careers, their lives were 
evolutionary processes defined by dreams and filled 
with obstacles that challenged those dreams. 
 
One of the people I interviewed was John Douglas, 
the original F. B. I. criminal profiler and the author of 
several books.  His mission in creating the profile 
process was to provide a useful way for law 
enforcement to make sense of the information, the 
evidence from a crime scene.  In his book, The 
Anatomy of Motive, he wrote the following: 
 
Stated as simply as possible:  Why? + How? = 
Who. 
 
How, Why When, Where?  These are the questions 
posed by novelists and psychiatrists, by 
Dostoevsky and Freud, the stuff both of Crime and 
Punishment and beyond the Pleasure Principle.  
These are the questions asked by philosophers and 
theologians, by social workers evaluating cases, by 
judges in sentencing hearings.  In fact, they 
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compose the central issue of what we call for 
better or worse, the human condition. 
 

- John Douglas 
 
This equation fascinated me.  Couldn’t I use this same 
equation in helping people understand their own lives.  
In fact when John told me his story, it was not much 
different than mine.  He had grown weary of the 
classroom teachings about criminal behavior so he 
actually went to prisons to interview people like 
Charles Manson.  He went to the source.  As John 
himself suggested in his book, this is not simply about 
criminal behavior, but about the human condition. 
 
This equation also helped me understand how people 
ran into problems. Most of us are told by someone to 
do what you love, to follow our  dreams at some point 
in our lives.  The only problem was they never told us 
how to find it or how to pursue it.  I know many 
people who have a dream, but choose a way of 
pursuing it that makes them miserable.  I also know 
people who have no idea why they are doing 
something, but the how seems to fit them.  These 
people become cogs in the machine and wonder what 
went wrong when they hit middle age.   How + Why 
really can determine who we are. 
 
Resonance had given me an answer to the Why 
question, but now I wondered about the How and the 
What.  For the first time in my life, it hit me that even 
if I knew why I was doing something, the How I did 
it mattered as well.  If, in fact, I knew why I wanted 
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to do something, How I did it played a role in how I 
experienced myself and who I would become.  The 
people I interviewed all talked about the importance 
of the How.  They were very careful about how they 
prepared, how they performed, how they lived. 
 
When I was working on my dissertation, a committee 
member asked me to explain what I was learning.  As 
I tried to explain it, the model of how these people 
lived emerged on the paper in front of me.  In the 
following years, I was able to articulate this model, to 
create a graphic representation of it.  
 
This model is merely a representation of the process, 
a process of  performance: 
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Simply stated, over the course of your life, you have 
lots and lots of ideas - 3 or 4,000 ideas - hitting you.  
To some you say, "Oh, that's a great idea" and then 
you forget about it. All the people I interviewed had 
one or two of those ideas that so captured them they 
were willing to commit to making it the expression of 
it their life's work. 
 
Most ideas demand your attention and most of the 
things you do on a daily basis demand you to pay 
attention to them. You do it out of habit or duty, but 
there is something that says you have to do this.  
 
Some ideas, however, capture your attention 
completely.  In an article in The New Yorker called 
“The Physical Genius,”  writer Malcolm Gladwell 
described it well: 
 
Here is the source of the physical genius's 
motivation.  After all, what is this sensation-this 
feeling of having what you do fit perfectly into the 
dimensions of your imagination- but the purest 
form of pleasure? Tony Gwynn and Wayne 
Gretzky and Charlie Wilson and all the other 
physical geniuses are driven to greatness because 
they have found something so compelling that they 
cannot put it aside. 
 
As Gladwell points out, some people might see this as 
obsessive, maybe even addiction.  I have been asked 
that myself when I have given presentations.  But 
these people are not involved in destructive behavior 
and in the case of the people I interviewed, it actually 
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helped their relationships with other people most of 
the time.  Gladwell offers an excellent explanation 
and description: 
 
A better explanation is that, for some mysterious 
and wonderful reason, Wilson finds the act of 
surgery irresistible, in the way that musicians find 
pleasure in the sounds they produce on their 
instruments, or in the way Tony Gwynn gets a 
thrill every time he strokes a ball cleanly through 
the infield.  
 
Before he was two years old, it is said, Wayne 
Gretzky watched hockey games on television, 
enraptured, and slid his stockinged feet on the 
linoleum in imitation of the players, then cried 
when the game was over, because he could not 
understand how something so sub- lime should 
have to come to an end.  
 
This was long before Gretzky was any good at the 
game itself, or was skilled in any of its aspects. But 
what he had was what the physical genius must 
have before any of the other layers of expertise fall 
into place: he had stumbled onto the one thing 
that, on some profound aesthetic level, made him 
happy. 
 
Gladwell had found the same idea of resonance that I 
was witnessing. All of these people told me  they had 
an idea that captured their attention, not merely 
demanded it. It overwhelmed them so much that they 
did not have to worry about blocking things out, 
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because when they thought about it, when they 
returned to thinking about and feeling this idea, it 
became so big they couldn't think about anything else. 
They had all these ideas and one became a dream or a 
feeling, if you will.  And it made them happy when 
they performed. 
 
All of these people put an incredible amount of hours 
into preparing to make the dream happen. They all 
were willing to do the work.  The reason they were 
willing to do the work was because they had this 
experience, this dream in the first place.  The more 
they worked, the more they experienced it.  It made 
doing the preparation meaningful and sustainable 
over long periods of time.  While they worked hard, 
they did not feel like it was hard work as much as the 
rest of us might feel doing exactly the same activity. 
 
Moving from the idea stage to a dream through the 
preparation, is mostly an individual and solitary 
experience.  The difficulty comes when you try to 
expand the dream out into the world  No matter how 
wonderful this experience or dream was, every single 
person I interviewed hit tremendous obstacles. 
 
In some cases, successes derailed them, because they 
became so excited about having the success that they 
forgot why they were  performing in the first place. 
The got off track, doing something and getting patted 
on the back, but they were not really enjoying the 
actual engagement of the task anymore. 
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Two aspects of my model I believe are different than 
most takes on performance.  The first is the Revisiting 
and  Protecting the Dream.  Very often, when 
somebody hits an obstacle or setback or has a success, 
they go back and do more work. They go back and 
prepare more out of habit or duty, not to live their 
dream, but to recreate static successes or avoid 
obstacles.  They came at preparation without the 
energy of the dream, experiencing the pressure of 
obligation or the tyranny of fear instead.  No longer 
were they focused on the dream, but on the obstacle. 
 
The second difference is that I have obstacles built 
into the process. Drummer John Molo helped me 
think about obstacles in a unique manner. 
 
I don’t confuse what I love to do with what I get 
paid to do.  I get paid  to do the things I don’t 
like—being away from my family, the hotel rooms, 
getting dehydrated, getting lost going to a gig.  I 
play the drums for free. 

-  John Molo 
 
Best-selling author Tess Gerritsen echoed Molo: 
 
There are days when it’s fast.  There are days 
when it is tortuous.  Writing is one of those things, 
people want to write, but the process they find is 
really difficult.  It’s one of those tasks where you 
write past the difficult parts to get to the parts that 
you really want to do. 
    -Tess Gerritsen 
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I also asked Phil Gordon, a successful software 
engineer, about this separation: 
 
The creativity and the flexibility that I could bring 
to the job was the only thing that kept me in my 
seat.  I got paid  not for programming because I 
generally love making things work on the 
computer, but I got paid for putting up with the 
other people and the headaches and the general 
things that come in a corporate world.  
    

-  Phil Gordon 
 
About five or so times a year, I talk to business 
audiences.  Several CEO's have pointed out that many 
people get stuck in a loop between preparation and 
obstacle.  They burn out or as the CEO’s put it, retire 
on the job.  
 
When I work with companies, I try to break that 
cycle. When I work with athletes, I remind them that 
it was their choice to be an athlete.  Together we try 
to remember the why and strategize on the how.  We 
try to find something they would do for free and 
protect it. 
 
A final observation about the process before we move 
on.  I have found that the process actually allows 
people to live their dream, to feel the way they want 
to feel at all phases.  In the beginning. discovering 
and developing your dream can be slow, but as it 
becomes more clear, the other stages make sense and 
have meaning.  I found over and over again that 
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people I interviewed and consulted with enjoyed all 
the phases including what the rest of us might 
consider hard work and obstacles.  They did not enjoy 
obstacles or preparation all the time, but more than 
they ever believed was possible. 
 
One N.B.A. coach I interviewed told me how much 
he loved the preparation for games—watching the 
videos, analyzing the statistics, and putting together a 
game plan.  He said he “derived great joy from the 
preparation.”   Others simply saw the stages as 
different ways to experience their dream.  Five-time 
World Champion canoeist Jon Lugbill realized he 
was good at an early age.  I asked how that changed 
his training.: 
 
We didn’t really train.  We just called it paddling.  
We went out for fun two or three hours a day.  I 
did a thing called the J stroke which was normal,  
but in the US they would do a wide stroke.  I came 
up with this thing where I would do a small J 
every stroke and it meant turning the blade in the 
opposite direction.  It didn’t sound like a big deal, 
but some guy told us the summer before that was 
what the  East Germans did.  So we found a way to 
do that over the winter.  We would go out and play 
around for hours and we would think up this stuff. 

 
-  Jon Lugbill 

 
Maybe you will never be a world champion, win a 
Grammy, or be a surgeon.  Remember that  superstar 
Wayne Gretzky fell in love with playing hockey long 
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before the rest of us knew who he was.  I would argue 
that being less talented makes having a dream even 
more important, something you can live every day to 
get you through the tough hours of training or the 
daily grind.  A dream that you live can help you 
survive the failures to compete and try another day.  
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Ideas 
 
I am going to take you through each phase of the 
performance process. I will share some stories with 
you as I go. 
 
Everything starts with an idea. Performance is the 
creation and expression of an idea.  Once I was lucky 
enough to be hired to work with a company in Hawaii 
and I just happened to come across this quote in a 
magazine: 
 
The first action or energy in making something a 
reality is an idea.  
 

-Mike Stewart 
 
I happened to pick up Body Boarding Magazine and 
there was Mike Stewart, the world champion in body 
boarding, saying exactly the same thing from my 
interviews. You have to have an idea in order to have 
a performance. 
 
It is in one word, an idea to which our will applies 
itself, an idea which if we let it go would slip away, 
but of which we will not let go. Consent to the 
idea's undivided presence, this is the effort's sole  
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achievement. It's only function is to get this feeling 
of consent into the mind. And for this there is but 
one way. The idea to be consented to must be kept 
from flickering and going out. It must be held 
steadily before the mind until it fills the mind. The 
idea must be given a quiet hearing. 
 

-William James 
 
These people were all telling me that they found an 
idea that was so overwhelming and so powerful that 
they experienced what James described..  What they 
were able to do was give it a quiet hearing. If they 
could give that idea or dream a quiet hearing, and 
they had prepared their body to do it, it naturally 
would happen.  
 
Why doesn't this happen for most people?  Doubt, 
fear, distractions, worrying what other people will 
think of them.  Often times people seek out simple 
techniques thinking that if they do the self help 
technique, the fear and doubt will disappear.  This 
works for some people, but the compliance data is 
lousy. For others, they never pay attention to their 
experiences, the data that our emotions offer to us.  
Finding a dream means paying attention to your life, 
your experiences, how you feel.  Furthermore, the 
people I interviewed talked about fear and doubt as 
part of the process, but it did not keep them from 
living their dream.  The people who come to me often 
do not have a dream or define their dream in a useless 
fashion. 
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For the people I interviewed ideas appeared and were 
heard or felt by the person as an epiphany or in a 
single moment, but many developed over time and 
through exposure and experience with something.  In 
other words, they had to pay attention to even see it. 
In his book What Should I Do With My Life, Po 
Bronson describes it well: 
 
We all have passions if we choose to see them.  
Most of us don't get epiphanies.  We don't get 
clarity.  Our purpose doesn't arrive neatly 
packaged as destiny.  We only get a whisper.  
 
    - Po Bronson 
 
Creating the idea and then expressing it is what 
captures the people I interviewed, motivates them. 
Author Tess Gerritsen shared that writing can be a 
lonely profession, that  writing everyday can be a 
grind sometimes.  I asked her why she did it: 
 
It’s the idea, writing the idea that’s fun, the actual 
process of putting words after words after words 
can sometimes really be work.  But what I want to 
convey is the concept that fascinates me. 
 
I do quite a bit of research and actually that’s the 
part I enjoy the most.  When I did Gravity I got to 
go down to Johnson Space Center and Cape 
Canaveral.  I could have spent the rest of my life 
doing the research.  That is the fun part. 
 
    -Tess Gerritsen 
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Many people think they are alone in their ideas. 
They have ideas that they really want to go after, 
but they are too embarrassed or too scared to try 
to make them happen.   T. E. Lawrence described 
well the people who live their dreams: 
 
All men dream, but not equally.  Those who dream 
by night in the dusty recesses of their minds wake 
in the day to find it was vanity; but the dreamers 
of the day are dangerous men for they may act 
their dream with open eyes, to make it possible. 
 
    - T. E. Lawrence 
 
Too many of us do not think expressing our ideas, 
going after our dreams is important enough to the rest 
of the world. What happens to those ideas that we 
keep to ourselves? 
 
Sharing is the essence of civilization. The impulse 
to share turns politics from the mere pursuit of 
power and makes of journalism a public service. It 
inspires art, builds cities, and spreads knowledge. 
Without it, the imagination is but the echo of the 
self, trapped in a soundproof chamber, 
reverberating upon itself until it is spent in 
exhaustion or futility. 

-Bill Moyers 
 
Our ideas end up reverberating upon themselves until 
they are spent in exhaustion or futility, and what do 
we end up doing?  We end up doing work. We get 
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stuck between preparation and obstacle because we 
do not think  our own ideas are important enough or 
worthy enough to share with the world.  Think about 
what Nelson Mandela said in one of his Presidential 
speeches: 
 
Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate.  
Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond 
measure.  It is our light, not our darkness, that 
most frightens us.  We ask ourselves, who am I to 
be brilliant, gorgeous, talented and fabulous?  
Actually, who are you not to be?  You are a child 
of God.  Your playing small doesn’t serve the 
world.  There’s nothing enlightened about 
shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure 
around you.  We were born to make manifest the 
glory of God that is within us.  It is not just in 
some of us; it’s in everyone.  And as we let our 
own light shine, we unconsciously give other 
people permission to do the same.  As we are 
liberated from our own fear, our presence 
automatically liberates others. 
    - Nelson Mandela 
 
Having ideas is just the beginning of the process.  In a 
sense, this is a way to start collecting data on your 
own life.  That data leads us to the dream, to how we 
want to feel each day. 
 
A final thought on ideas.  We all have them and we 
all get some sense of exhilaration from having them.  
Ideas are not enough.  In fact, many of the people I 
work with have many ideas.  The problem is that their 
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notion of having ideas is simply another distraction 
or, better said, a form of entertainment.   The 
difference between a dream and an idea is that you 
will follow through on your dreams while ideas 
titillate us for a few moments only to give way to 
other ideas or distractions.  
 
Test your ideas.  Put them to work.  See how long you 
stick with them.  If you give up on them, consider 
why you do that.  If expressing the idea is too hard or 
stressful, my guess is that it is not a dream at all. 
 
On Po Bronson’s website (author of What Should I 
do with my Life?), he writes about his book: 
 
I also feel like the book is being portrayed in the 
media as simply urging people to pursue their 
dreams. I don't think it's that simple. We have to 
be responsible to our gifts and to our 
responsibilities. Many of the people in the book 
did find a way to Get What They Love, but many 
others found a way to end up Loving What They 
Got. (It was never Don Linn's "dream" to be a 
catfish farmer - but he found in it something 
worth loving). So I'd love to hear some stories of 
people who found peace and fulfillment by giving 
up the frantic chase for their dream (I have a few 
like this I'm adding). As I wrote in the beginning, 
one of the questions we always ask is "Should I 
just stop stressing out and make peace with my 
ambition?"  
    -  Po Bronson 
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As I have said, the dreams I am describing are 
balanced with freedom and responsibilities.  They 
might cause stress, but they can be lived, experienced 
everyday.  I think what Bronson is hearing is people 
who had an idea, not a dream.  It is something 
external to the performers, not an expression of 
something they  have observed about themselves, 
 
A good distinction to make at this point is between 
observations and statements.  The people who I 
interviewed who found their dream made 
observations about experiences they actually had, not 
simply witnessed in other people or on television.  An 
idea might be sparked by others or television, but it 
will only become your dream when it comes from 
inside of you. 
 
Too often, the dreams many of us have are simply 
ideas that sound good.  Or we believe they will free 
us if we could only achieve them like making lots of 
money or winning some award or championship. 
 
The people I interviewed observed their lives and 
their experiences.  The idea that made them feel the 
way they wanted to feel, that came with acceptable 
responsibilities, that sustained them rather than 
drained them, eventually turned into  the dream as I 
am describing it. 
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All of my interviewees were life long learners.  By 
that I mean they paid attention to their lives, to how 
they felt, and to the world around them.  Professor 
Jacob Neusner said it best in defining the social 
contract between teacher and student: 
 
Our theory of learning is to tell students, “Don’t 
ask, discover!…Learning takes place when you 
find out for yourself.  That’s the one point I want 
to leave you with:  demand… of yourself not 
merely information, but a way of  learning that 
you can use everyday for the rest of your life.  It is 
what we professors promise, and sometimes even 
deliver: the secret of how to learn by discovering 
things on your own.  Learn not by asking, but by 
finding out on your own. 
 
    - Jacob Neusner 
 
Maybe as Bronson puts it, you will end up loving 
what you got.  In fact, that is the experience of some 
of the people I consult.  The only way to find out is to 
put it to the test and make observations about how it 
feels over time, to discover it for yourself.  Dreams 
are not about ambition, but as Gladwell described it, 
the one thing that, on some profound aesthetic level”  
makes us happy. 
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Dreams 
 
I've talked about ideas and how one of those ideas is 
eventually something that really captures you. It does 
not demand your attention, but it becomes something 
that when you think about it you get energized and 
you really want to  live it and you are willing to 
prepare for.  In a sense, our dreams are identified, 
maybe even defined by these experiences. 
 
America has always been a land of dreams. Here 
people have tried to make dreams come true. the 
American Dream was always the most accurate 
way of describing the American people 
 

-Daniel Boorstin 
 
When I did my dissertation, 1 did the requisite 
literature review in Sport Psychology and 
Psychology, and I did not find much insight relative 
to freedom.  
 
So I looked at the Declaration of Independence, the 
U.S. Constitution, and the Bill of Rights. I really 
wanted to understand what my country was put 
together to create. I think they were trying to create a 
foundation from which people could be free to 
perform, to pursue life, liberty, and happiness. They 
were trying to give people a baseline for fulfilling 
their needs and then staying out of their way saying, 
“We’re going to give you the opportunity to go after 
your dreams, but you have to go after it. We are not 
going to give you anything. You have to take 
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responsibility. You have to go make it happen.”  In 
other words, you have to have an idea that becomes 
so great you're willing to go do the work and the 
preparation.  
 
There is an important aspect to consider about dreams 
especially here in America.  Over the years the 
American Dream has morphed into a commercial 
product, something for sale or to be achieved, but not 
lived.  My findings suggest that the American Dream 
is really an individual dream, maybe even a dream 
associated with a family or a company.  It is an 
experience lived  over and over again. It is not 
something someone imposes on you or better said in 
this context, the American Dream has to begin with 
your ideas and then the dream is freely chosen.  
Freedom is a crucial component of any dream.  
 
One of the people I interviewed was Phil Gordon.  At 
the age of twenty-three, he was all set to take some 
time away to travel and test his skills on the 
professional poker tour.  The day he informed his 
boss he was taking a  leave of absence, several former 
colleagues came to him with an offer to join them in 
founding a company called Netsys.  He accepted and 
several years later, the company was purchased by 
Cisco and they were all millionaires.   
 
Phil tried to stay on with the larger corporation, but 
felt stifled by the conditions so after several months, 
he gave back his signing bonus and began a  world 
tour.  On his travels, he came to a simple conclusion 
relevant to our discussion.: 
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I had intended for Bali to simply be a vacation -- a 
week in paradise away from the bustle of work, 
away from the problems of everyday life. I thought 
Bali would be exotic, transcendental, and far 
enough away that I might actually be able to relax. 
 
In fact, it was much more. It was, in a word, 
inspirational. 
 
I realized on that vacation, the first of my life, that 
I had to stop to enjoy the success and good fortune 
that I have had. I realized that the "American 
Dream" was just that -- American, and not my 
own. Big screen TV's, fancy cars, mortgage 
payments, a beautiful girlfriend were not all that 
life had to offer. It was clear to me -- as clear as 
the ocean glimmering under the Balinese sunset -- 
that it was time to "retire" and start a new life.  
 
    -Phil Gordon 
 
What happens if the American Dream becomes 
something that is so important to you, you try it, and 
you get stuck and you cannot get past an obstacle? 
 
What happens to a dream deferred? Does it sag 
like a heavy load? Or just explode? 
 

-Langston Hughes 
 
This is from a Langston Hughes poem called 
'Harlem".  When I was a basketball player at UVA, 
my last couple of years as a player at UVA I became 
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what is called the "crowd favorite". At the end of 
every game, that is the guy the crowd starts chanting 
for to enter the game. 
 
At the end of the game, it became  tradition for people 
to start chanting my name. It would start gradually, 
and within 30 seconds the whole place would be 
chanting it. One day we were playing Duke, and there 
was about ten minutes left in the game and we were 
up by 20 points.  
 
I heard this woman sitting right behind the bench turn 
to her husband and say, "Let's start cheering to put 
Newburg in the game." You could hear this little 
murmur all across the arena as the chant started.  I 
looked over my shoulder and the woman’s husband 
look up at the scoreboard, turn back to his wife and 
say, “Nope, we don’t have a big enough lead yet.” 
 
The very next day, I got to 7/11 and picked up The 
Washington Post.  The headline in the sports page 
read “Virginia Trounces Duke.”  We won by twenty 
or so points.  The very first line in the article said 
“You knew victory was at hand when Virginia Coach 
Terry Holland put in his human victory cigar—Doug 
Newburg.”  I thought it was kind of funny, given that 
I knew the guy who wrote it and figured he was just 
messing with me. 
 
Clearly, this was not the dream I had in mind.  Not 
even close.  I am thankful, however, for the 
experience because it sparked an idea about 
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understanding performance, something that allows me 
to live my dream everyday. 
 
A couple of years later, I was at The Washington Post 
and I ran into this guy.  His name was John Feinstein.  
He has written several best sellers on sports.  At the 
time he was writing his first book about basketball 
called “A Season on the Brink.”  
 
He came running over to me and said, “I really owe 
you an apology." I replied, 'For what?" And he said, 
'Well, I just spent a year with the Indiana basketball 
team, and I had no idea that the guys who sat on the 
bench had the same dreams as the guys who played.”   
I am paraphrasing or maybe this is just what I heard 
him say.  Either way, it had an impact. 
 
Since that conversation I have come to understand 
what John was really saying.  The dream was not the 
N.B.A. or anything like that.  The dream, my dream 
was simply that experience of playing basketball—
and I had not respected it.  
 
In essence, what I wanted out of basketball did not 
happen. My idea, my dream of what basketball was 
did not happen. It did, in fact end up the way Hughes 
described, a dream deferred like something that might 
explode.  It ends up feeling like a heavy weight. 
Instead of a dream being something that you stand on 
that inspires you, it becomes something you carry 
around with you.   I hear this feeling from people of 
all walks of life, people who lost their dream 
somewhere along the way, doing what they were 
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supposed to do believing it would lead to a fulfilling 
life.  Many of the people who seek my counsel 
describe these feelings in detail.  They feel they have 
done what they were supposed to do in their lives, but 
did not end up where they were supposed to end up.  
They feel lost, confused, disappointed, scared 
 
In my case, I had no one to blame but myself.  Instead 
of wallowing in a lost opportunity, I learned.  As we 
say at the medical school, I searched for the lessons 
instead of the guilty.  I decided I would never do that 
to myself again and I would not blame other people 
for my mistake.    
 
As I started talking to people about performance, I 
wanted to make sure I was clear on what people 
meant by a dream., and I came across this quote: 
 
I learned from them that inspiration does not 
come like a bolt, nor is it kinetic energetic striving, 
but it comes to us slowly and all the time- I learned 
that you should feel not like Lord Byron on the 
mountain top, but like a child stringing beads in 
kindergarten- happy, absorbed, and quietly 
putting on one bead after another. 

 
-Brenda Ueland 

 
None of the people I interviewed talked about 
winning as their dream, merely their goal. Eventually, 
it might come out if I asked about it specifically. No 
matter what they did, they wanted to feel like the little 
kid who was so absorbed in putting the beads on the 
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string that they didn’t think about anything else.  That 
dream or experience had become so overwhelming 
that they wanted to protect it.  They wanted to build 
these feelings into their lives.   
 
Dawn Staley was the National Player of the Year 
twice in women’s college basketball and went onto 
win two Olympic Gold Medals as the point guard of 
the women’s basketball team.  She agreed to sit down 
with me.  She was hemming and hawing early in the 
interview.  She is a fairly quiet person and we simply 
were not getting anywhere.  Finally she got angry 
with me and she said: 
 
Look, I'll tell you exactly what it is- My goal is to 
win the Gold Medal in the Olympics- But the only 
reason that's my goal is because my dream is to 
play every day against the best competition and to 
play to win. When I'm playing to win, that's when 
I feel resonance. And if I win, that's great. I want 
to win; and having the Cold Medal as a goal forces 
me to play to win, but what I love to do, what my 
dream is, what this is for me is playing to win. 

 
   - Dawn Staley 

 
When I interview athletes, they use that phrase over 
and over again. They are playing to win. When they 
play to win, that's when they really feel resonance. 
 
This was a real diamond in the rough for me.  I have 
shared Dawn’s quote with many successful 
performers and they light up when they read it 
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because it matches their experience so completely 
whether they are athletes, businesspeople, surgeons, 
etc. 
 
You might be confused by this.  I am making a 
distinction between winning and playing to win.  Lots 
of  people think about winning.  The people who say 
they are thinking about winning often really think 
about how not to lose which allows the fear and the 
doubt to creep in.  Playing to win is an experience, an 
attitude, a feeling based on a dream.  The funny thing 
is that it is an attitude that often leads to winning. 
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Preparation 
 
So we have had many ideas and narrowed it down to 
a dream, an experience. Now we have to go and do 
the work.  
 
Whenever I  travel, I try to interview someone in that 
area. When I was in Hawaii, there was a guy, Fred 
Haywood, who used to be a national champion 
swimmer and also set the world speed record in 
windsurfing.  He is now a successful real estate 
salesman in Maui. I asked him how he had done all 
these great things, and he came up with some one-
liners that were great. He told me one story, in 
particular, about preparation that seemed relevant. 
 
Fred pointed out  the importance of technique. He 
was one of the best swimmers in Hawaii when he was 
in high school. I guess he was a sophomore in high 
school when he decided that he might be good 
enough to get a college scholarship, but in order to do 
that he had to go to a good, competitive school. So he 
moved to Santa Clara and went to high school there 
with a guy named Mark Spitz, who went on to win 
seven Gold Medals in the 1972 Olympics.  
 
On the Santa Clara team, Fred’s teammates held nine 
of the eleven national swimming records. It was a 
pretty impressive team. Fred gets to the mainland and 
one day, he gets in the pool with one of the best 
backstrokers in the country at the time. They were 
doing repeats and this guy was just kicking his butt up 
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and down the pool. Every time they'd go down the 
pool, Fred would be five yards behind.  
 
Finally they get out of the pool and his friend walks 
over and says, "Fred, put this towel in your hand and 
do this stroke and let go of the towel as you come 
back and let's see what it does."  He did it and the 
towel landed across the room. His friend picked up 
the towel and said, "Let me show you what you 
should do." So he did it and he threw the towel and it 
came right down by his feet. Fred went and picked up 
the towel and his friend showed him how to do the 
stroke. Correctly.  Fred got it so he could get the 
towel to land right by his feet. Fred’s friend never 
beat him. again. Three weeks later, Fred won the 
national championship. 
 
The reason I tell that story is that too often people 
think I am saying that the motivational aspects of 
performance are enough.  Results and practice and 
technique get lost when we start talking touchy 
feelies.  Fred was pointing that out to me. He said, "I 
had the Sport Psych stuff down, but the reason that I 
wasn't good technically was because I was a surfer. 
So, when I swam, I swam with my arms out so I 
could get them around the surf board, and nobody had 
ever told me not to do that.”    
 
Technique is important.  Results are part of the 
process.  Preparation is an important part of the 
process. 
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For people who work with and teach others about 
these things, you have to be sure they are learning 
Blake’s minute particulars. 
 
When I first got married, we had two very large dogs 
and our house was only 700 square feet. When it 
rained outside, we had to leave the dogs in the house. 
You can imagine 220 pounds of dog in a 700 square 
foot house with furniture - the dogs needed something 
to do. So they tore all our furniture apart and got into 
the trash every time it rained.  
 
My wife would come home about 3:30 on rainy days 
and the house would be wrecked. She would get upset 
and grab the newspaper and swat the dogs on the nose 
and then, for some reason, she would make them sit 
in the bathtub as punishment until I came home.  
 
One day I get this phone call from her saying she 
couldn't find the dogs. I told her to look around for 
five or ten minutes and if she couldn't find them I'd 
come home and help look. Well, she called me back 
in five minutes to report that she had found the dogs. 
When I asked where they were, she said she had 
found them in the bathtub.  
 
Why do I tell you that story?  I’ve spent the last 
fifteen years in education, learning about the theories 
and running an educational experience for medical 
students.  I have interviewed hundreds if not 
thousands of people  about how they performed and 
how they learned what they know.  In many cases, I 
see the same mistake being made that my wife made. 
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She was trying to teach the dogs not to mess up the 
house or they would get punished by being smacked 
and banished to the bathtub.  The problem is I think 
they learned something else.  I think the dogs 
honestly thought that they could mess up the house as 
long as they got in the bathtub when they were 
finished. 
 
What are you teaching your students, your 
employees, your kids?  What are you teaching 
yourself? 
 
Technique and hard work, practice and perseverance, 
these all matter.  How often do you remind yourself 
why you are doing those things in the first place?  It is 
easy to lose, simple to forget, but every single person 
I interviewed told me  that remembering why you 
were doing the work matters.  It creates energy when 
physical energy is spent.  It creates commitment when 
we grow tired of doing the work.  It creates a 
sustainable process.  
 
One of the people I interviewed is the CEO of one of 
the largest advertising companies in the world. He 
began the interview talking about hard work, about 
staying late at night and coming in on weekends if 
needed.  He told me that he would do whatever it took 
to succeed. 
 
A few minutes later, he told me how, as an engineer 
for a large company, he found himself watching the 
clock and leaving every day at five.  Eventually he 
quit and went back to get his MBA.   
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I told him I was confused.  I said “Wait a minute.  A 
few minutes ago, you told me you would do whatever 
was needed to succeed.  Now you are saying you quit 
your job.  Which is it?” 
 
He laughed and said “ I forgot to tell you the most 
important thing.  You need to love what you do.” 
 
He went on to explain that in business school, finance 
and production bored him.  When he started 
marketing classes, though, he was enthralled.  He 
devoured the books, the classes, the lessons.  He went 
shopping simply to see how companies were 
marketing their products.  He was living his dream 
which led him to create several very successful 
marketing companies.  He clearly did not love being 
an engineer, so the work was unsustainable. 
 
I also interviewed Gene Fife who recently was the 
Chairman of Goldman Sachs International.  He shared 
with me his idea of leadership, of his responsibility to 
the people who worked with him: 
 
Let’s assume that where you want to go in your 
career fits the mission, that we’ve all agreed to 
where we’re going and I genuinely could help you 
get there.  Your interest comes ahead of the firm’s 
interest and of my interest.  That’s a little tricky 
discussion.  If it is a complete mismatch, if you 
want to play baseball and I want you to play 
hockey, that’s different.  But let’s assume that we 
both want to play hockey.  We both agree that 
there are certain objectives, if I can help you 
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become the best hockey player in the world and 
can generally impact that by training you, 
coaching you, teaching you the right things, 
making you the best hockey player you can be, you 
will not only be better as a hockey player, you’re 
also going to be pretty loyal to me.  You’ll 
appreciate what I’ve done for you and you’ll want 
more of it and if you’re really good, you free me 
up to go to the next guy. 
 
But the good leader has to subordinate himself to 
the people he is leading.  In the sense that their 
interests come before his.  He cannot use those 
people as a stepping stone to his career.  In other 
words, here is a platform for me to show how good 
I am and after I am finished with you the hell with 
you and off I go.  
 
The good leader is the guy who at the end of the 
day, if he has to, will step back and let the other 
guy shine because he deserves it. 
 
Working with people in that fashion produces a lot 
of energy.  The most exciting, most exhilarating 
part of being at Goldman Sachs was helping 
people get going and launch their careers and set 
them off in the right direction.  That was the real 
thrill of being there. 

-Gene Fife 
 
He is a great example of how living one’s dream is 
also beneficial to the people around us. 
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People ask me "How do you play so well?" I 
practiced, intense shedding. If you're willing to put 
in the time, you can do it to a certain level. Maybe 
someone has a special talent that is intangible, but 
if you are willing to put in the time, you can really 
get it together. 

-Bruce Hornsby 
 
I had the opportunity to spend some time with Bruce 
Hornsby. He is an incredibly talented musician, and 
even more than that, he worked his butt off.  When he 
graduated from high school, he spent a year and a half 
'shedding' - literally going out into a woodshed where 
there was a piano and playing 8-10 hours a day.  
 
He does that, he is that driven by how his music turns 
out. When he does his music – he has gone from 
being a musician to being a  songwriter and to 
producing his own records - he really wants to 
express his idea, to express the way it is inside of 
him. The preparation part for him is huge. 
 
It’s real jazz consciousness.  When I’m really 
firing on all cylinders, it is real spontaneous.  It is 
really in the moment.  That is just having your 
mind so clear and so free that you can do just 
anything.  It is the ultimate because you’re so 
prepared that you have so many things at your 
instant command mentally and if you can do it 
right on your fingers, so that it can come straight 
out of you, you’re so prepared you can do 
anything.  That’s the preparation of years.  That’s 
drawing on the knowledge of lots of different kinds 
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of music, this stream of consciousness when you’re 
making things up on the spot.  That to me is the 
greatest. 
   - Bruce Hornsby 
 
Doing the work matters.  Putting in the hours matters.  
What I learned in my interviews was that these people 
were more likely to put in the hours if they loved 
what they did and if they had a process for protecting 
their experience. 
 
The lesson is that part of the preparation is the work 
itself, but it also includes preparing by protecting 
what you love about what you do and experiencing 
that love.  These people talked about the importance 
of friendships, of finding the right people to work 
with, of paying attention to how they felt each day. 
 
One question I ask people is “Does how you feel 
impact how you perform?”  Every single person I 
have asked said yes to this question, but they went 
even further.  They suggested it might be the most 
important factor.  One N.B.A coach told me that he 
checks on his happiness hourly saying that  if he did 
not feel right, he did something about it immediately. 
In fact, these people felt responsible for creating that 
“feel.”  They did not settle for simply “not feeling 
bad.”  Their dream, their reason for performing was 
to feel the way they wanted to feel and they prepared 
to feel that way as often as possible.  The question for 
you is “How do you want to feel?” 
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Most people I ask that question to cannot answer.  
They simply do not know how they want to feel. 
 
At one company I consulted with, we opened our 
seminar with a simple question to our audience- What 
did you hope for on the way to work this morning?  
The audience was made up of the executives of the 
company, about thirty in number.  All around the 
room, I saw heads drop.  A minute or so went by 
before several of them shared their hopes: 
 
I wanted the morning to go by quickly so I could 
pick up my paycheck. 
 
I was hoping to get caught up on my work.  I 
didn’t want any new fires to put out. 
 
I just wanted the day to go fast so I could get 
home. 
 
Do you think these people knew what their dreams 
were?  Do you think how they felt impacted their 
performances? 
 
At another company, one person told me that she set 
aside one day each week to be in a bad mood.  She let 
everyone know not to mess with her or count on her 
that day.  Fifty or so days a year lost to a bad mood. 
 
Let me add some data from an article in USA Today: 
 
Poll-taker Gallup analyzed its massive database 
and determined in March that 55% of employees 
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have no enthusiasm for their work -- Gallup uses 
the term ''not engaged'' -- based on several 
criteria, including loyalty and the desire to 
improve job performance. It found that one in five 
(19%) are so uninterested or negative about their 
jobs that they poison the workplace to the point 
that companies might be better off if they called in 
sick.  
 
Gallup estimates that if companies could get 3.7% 
more work out of each employee, the equivalent of 
18 more minutes of work each 8-hour shift, the 
gross domestic product in the United States would 
swell by $355 billion, twice the GDP of Greece. 
 
Think how you feel matters?
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Obstacles, Setbacks, Success 
 
We have had an idea, we narrowed it down to a 
dream or a feeling, and we prepared  to live it.  We 
are ready to expand it out into the world which is 
where the obstacles begin to show up. 
 
One of the guys I interviewed was  the father of a 
good friend of mine He was a news correspondent for 
NBC for thirty years.  His name was Tom Pettit. He 
became very well known when President Kennedy 
was shot. The day after the assassination, Lee Harvey 
Oswald was being transported from one prison to 
another and they made a big media circus out of it. In 
the film, you see Jack Ruby  jump out and stick a gun 
in Lee Harvey Oswald's stomach and shoot him.  
 
When that happened, Tom Pettit  was one of a 
handful of people in the room that had a live 
microphone back to New York City. He had to go 
live on the network and explain exactly what 
happened. He said that all that went through hi mind 
was, "I have to get this right. I have to make sure that 
I don't let my own emotions effect the way I report 
this." Well, he did it. He did it so well in fact that for 
the next ten years, every time someone got shot, 
every time there was an earthquake, every time there 
was a riot - anything - he had to go cover it because 
he did this so well. When you ask him why he got 
into news and broadcasting, it had nothing to do with 
that.  He had wanted to report on poverty in the inner 
city and the lives of migrant farm workers. So his 
success ended up being something that took him far a 
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field from what he really wanted to do. When he died 
several months after the interview, all his obituary 
talked about was the Ruby incident. I listened to him 
for hours telling stories about the Watts riot, about the 
rebellion in Chechnya, He had all kinds of awesome 
stories. However, what he was remembered for was 
the Kennedy thing. And here is how he felt about it: 
 
For me it was so horrendous a situation to be in 
and so emotional and so charged with fear, 
concern, and a pending sense of doom that I would 
not like to relive it. 
 

     -Tom Pettit 
NBC News 
Correspondent 

 
Could you imagine if everyone described their 
success this way? Tom did a great job in  that 
situation, but it took him away from what he wanted 
to do and where he wanted to be. 
 
All the people I interviewed, no matter how good they 
were, ran into  obstacles. 
 
I understand that setbacks are going to occur. You 
need to take a step back to take a couple of steps 
forward. I accept responsibility for the setback 
myself, but I don't blame myself. I can live with 
that. I would never mope or walk around with my 
head down.  
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I learned more from my failure in '92 than I could 
have from winning the Gold. In a sense it 
completed my swimming experience.  

 
-Jeff Rouse 

 
For most of his life, Jeff Rouse faced very few 
obstacles on his way to dominating his event- the 100 
meter backstroke. In the 1992 Barcelona Olympics, 
however, Jeff tasted a major defeat when he lost to 
Mark Tewksberry  of Canada. The NBC 
Commentator called it an "incredible upset." To make 
matters worse, Tewksberry began to hoot and holler, 
a sound that still haunts Jeff. 
 
Jeff was devastated. He went to the Olympics with 
the mindset that he was going to win the Gold. He 
also wanted to set another world record. He prepared 
for that moment for several years.  He was driven to 
win the Gold Medal, partly out of his own ambition, 
but also because of what other people said to him 
along the way: 
 
People started telling me several years before that 
“Jeff, in order to be successful, you have to win the 
Gold Medal.  That’s the only thing that matters.  
That’s how you are going to have a  legacy in the 
sport.  That’s how you’re going to be remembered.  
World records don’t matter.  World 
Championships don’t matter.  And through all 
that, I started to believe them 
    -  Jeff Rouse 
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When the time came, however, he did not swim the 
race he wanted. At the end he was exhausted and 
beaten. He did not swim to win.  He simply swam as 
hard as he could, all out.  He was confused, dazed, 
and ashamed. In reality, he did not swim a bad race. 
Tewksberry swam well. In his own words, although 
he was fit, Jeff was not ready for the competition. 
 
Comedian Jerry Seinfeld summed up Jeff’s feelings 
in one of his acts: 
 
The Olympics are really my favorite sporting 
event, though I think I have a problem with the 
Silver Medal.  If I was an Olympic athlete, I think 
I would rather come in last than win the Silver 
Medal.  You win the Gold, it feels good.  If you win 
the Bronze, you think at least I got something. 
 
But if you win the Silver it’s like “Congratulations, 
you almost won.  Of all the losers, you came in 
first of that group.  You’re the number one loser.  
No one lost ahead of you.   
 
And they don’t lose by much.  One hundredth of a 
second, two hundredths of a second.  I don’t know 
how they live with that the rest of their lives.  
They’ve got tell the story.  Everyone wants to 
know the story.  Congratulations, Silver Medal.  
Did you trip, did you not hear the gun go off?  Tell 
us what happened. What was the margin?  A 
hundredth of a second. 



 56 

I trained, I worked out, I exercised my entire life. I 
never had a date.  I never had a drink.  I never 
had a beer.  I’ve been doing pushups since I was a 
fetus.  I flew halfway around the world.  Everyone 
I’ve ever known in my whole life was there and I 
set up and the gun went off and OOOHHH! 
 
The next day Jeff was scheduled to lead off the  400 
Medley Relay. All night he moped around. He was 
scared. He did not want to swim. He hoped that the 
qualifying team would be disqualified in the morning 
heats: 
 
It was very, very hard for me.  I thought I had 
failed.  I thought it was my fault that things went 
wrong. 
   - Jeff Rouse 
 
Fifteen minutes before the race, Pablo Morales 
recognized that Jeff was scared, down, and feeling 
alone. Pablo shared some simple advice with his 
friend and training partner. Pablo knew these feelings 
well, having been touched out in the 1984 Olympics, 
then failing to qualify for the 1988 Olympic team. 
 
Just remember what we came here to do. We're 
here to swim the best that we can. To show the 
world that we are great swimmers. That's why 
we're here.  Swim the way you swam to get here. 
 
When Pablo said that, swim the way you swam to get 
here, Jeff remembered what swimmers called “easy 
speed.”   Easy speed is going one hundred percent of 
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your speed with eighty percent effort.  Jeff not only 
remembered it.  He felt it as it raced through his 
mind.  Jeff loved the feel of easy speed.  It was, in 
fact a major reason he swam—to feel easy speed. 
 
As the race began Tewksberry took an early lead, but 
Rouse was side by side with him for most of the race 
As they came to the wall, Rouse maintained his 
momentum and out touched Tewksberry. Rowdy 
Gaines made the call: 
 
Jeff Rouse has just reclaimed his world record. 
 
Jeff is a great example of the performance process. 
The advice Pablo gave him was not to do some 
technique, but to revisit his dream, to recall and use 
the why's and wherefore's of this competition.  He 
was reminded of why he was there and why he had 
done all the work. He was reminded by someone who 
had credibility with him, his training buddy from 
Stanford. Someone reminded him why he swam- a 
harmony with the water, easy speed. He created an 
idea, he wanted to express it, he prepared to do it, he 
hit an obstacle, and he revisited the dream.  
 
Jeff is very clear that when he remembered why he 
was there, the idea recaptured his attention. That idea 
was to swim to win, to experience easy speed. He was 
not there for other people. He was not there just for 
the medals. He was there to experience and enjoy his 
talent competing against the best swimmers in the 
world.  He experienced that by swimming with easy 
speed and enjoying “a harmony with the water” as he 
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put it.  When he did that, he was good enough that all 
the other things he wished for happened.  
 
I met Jeff in 1993.  We got into an argument of sorts 
when he talked about easy speed and recounted his 
experiences of setting world records.  I asked him a 
simple question:  “Why don’t you just train for easy 
speed?”  His response was that it simply happened by 
accident, that you could not train to make it happen.  I 
disagreed and made a bet with him that I could help 
him train for easy speed before the next Olympics. 
 
Jeff did the work: 
 
I decided on the Silver Medal stand that I would 
swim for four more years.  Three of those four 
years was really a soul searching process to 
understand what was important about me and 
what I wanted to take into swimming.  And 
through those years in talking to other people and 
talking to myself, I remembered why I started 
swimming.  I remembered that easy speed was 
important to me, that it was more important than 
winning the race.  I remembered that my family 
was important to me, more important than 
winning the Gold Medals.  I began to take myself 
to my races.  I started to focus on the way I wanted 
to feel when I swam.  Easy speed 
     

-Jeff Rouse 
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He put the work into the pool and into his thoughts, 
training how he wanted to feel as he walked out on  
deck and swam: 
 
I wanted to look for my family.  I had about forty 
people there in the stands there watching me 
swim.  I looked up in the stands and luckily they 
had a huge banner with my name on it so I could 
pick them out. 
 
The last few minutes before the race, I was totally 
at peace with myself and everything around me 
because I took myself into the race for the first 
time in my life.  I took what was good about me, 
my family and myself, into that swim and I 
focused on what I wanted to focus on, not the 
outcome of the race, but how I wanted to feel, easy 
speed.  It was the first time in my life I was totally 
at peace before a huge race.  I remember the last 
thing I thought before the gun went off was 
imagining myself at practice. 
 

-Jeff Rouse 
 
Jeff won all three of his races over the two days in 
Atlanta, winning two Gold Medals.  He also swam 
with easy speed in all three races. 
 
All of us have people telling us what we should do, 
defining success for us just as Jeff did: 
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The majority possesses a power which is physical 
and moral at the same time, which acts upon the 
will as much as upon the action and represses not 
only all contest, but all controversy. I know of no 
country in which there is so little independence of 
mind and real freedom of discussion as in 
America. 
 

-Alexis deTocqueville 
 
 
Probably the biggest obstacle people run into when 
they want to be performers is their concern for other 
people around them.  They worry what others will 
think if they fail.  They worry if what they want goes 
against what others want.  Having an idea and 
expressing it and really committing to expressing that 
idea is risky, because many people around you will 
tell you it is not worth it, you are not allowed to do 
that or you do not have permission.  Others will 
simply care about your results and constantly ask 
“Did you win?”  Maybe people will tell you you are 
simply not good enough so you should not take the 
risk.  
 
The people I interviewed said they had people around 
them making similar, disparaging comments, but they 
also had a peer group of people who said to them, 
"Go for it.  We love you no matter what.”  They had 
people that helped them live and protect their dream. 
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I think what is very much artistic is people's 
creative and inventive ways out of impossible 
situations. They get out of these situations and 
they show us a path when they do that. They leave 
us a trail when they make these daring daylight 
escapes. When we see them do this, it looks like 
art. 

-Musician lames Taylor 
 
I think we fall short in trying to help people perform 
better because we do not document these trails and 
these paths well enough for others to learn from or 
follow.  What I have been doing over the last ten 
years is trying to see these paths that James Taylor is 
talking about from people that I admire, from people 
that I believe are true performers. They had an idea 
that was their own, they went out and tried to express 
it, they ran into obstacles, and they kept trying to go 
after the original idea.  In doing so they have left a 
trail for the rest of us. 
 
Howie Long, a  Hall of Fame football player, and a 
commentator for FOX television told me that when he 
takes on new roles and risky new things such as 
acting, he tries to see the potholes that other people 
have left behind and he tries to get around them.  
 
Having a narrow dream or vision can be useful.  
Having a narrow path to the dream or vision can kill 
the dream.  All of these people told me to make sure 
that when you hit an obstacle, do not just keep hitting 
it. Do not fall into the "Preparation/ obstacle" loop. 
Try and go around it when that is possible. The 
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people I interviewed found new paths, new strategies, 
new techniques, but they always remembered their 
dream. They found a wide path that allowed them to 
circumvent large obstacles while others who chose 
narrow paths simply burned out.  Knowing what your 
dream is is the touchstone of performance, of life.  
Too many of the people I talk with believe there is 
only way to reach or achieve their external dream.  
No matter how often that path fails them, they will 
not look for a better way.  They view it as weakness 
or failure, but what they do not realize is that by 
choosing a failed path, by doing what they know over 
what is possible, they eventually flame out.  It might 
not be a lack of effort or a lack of caring.  It is simply 
a failure of imagination. 
 
If  you are patient and keep your eyes open in all 
directions, you might see an alternative path that 
allows you to go around a very large obstacle. A wide 
path can be helpful.  I once read Billie Jean King 
describe the obstacle stage as  her “Research and 
Development.”   What are you learning  about your 
obstacles? 
 
When you hit an obstacle, or even when you have 
success, it is critical for you to  process it and learn 
from it.  Maybe not right away, but at some point. 
Surgeon Curt Tribble came up with  a concept he 
called Performance Quality Management.  During the 
course of a case, an anastomosis, there have to be 
about a hundred sutures. With every stitch, he goes 
through what we call PQM: 
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 Remember and Forgive 
Performance Quality Management 
 
-Do 
-Analyze 
-Listen to feedback 
-Learn and Remember 
-Refocus 
-Review Later 
 
 
If you make a mistake, correct it, forgive yourself and 
move on. Many  people think that if they make a 
mistake, part of the routine is to beat themselves up 
publicly as if that demonstrated how much they cared. 
It is a lesson we learn early—showing we care by 
acting out instead of fixing the problem.  
 
If  surgeons did that, there would be a lot of people 
dying on the operating table. They do not have time 
to beat themselves up. They don't have time to worry 
about whether somebody is going to forgive them. 
They have to do a stitch right, they have about a 
minute or less to do each stitch, and then they have to 
move on. Curt gets himself right and moves on. They 
review the procedures later and, if need be, process 
the emotional aspect of it.  In other words, Curt has 
an internal process reviewing his performance in the 
moment as well as a more detailed review later. 
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Revisiting the Dream 
 
We have had all these ideas, and narrowed them 
down to a dream or vision, we've done the work, 
we've hit some obstacles and now we're ready to go 
after it again. Fred Haywood described it as finding 
your passion,  getting down the technique and putting 
your passion to work.  For others, passion is too 
strong of a word, but at its core is knowing how you 
want to feel and making it happen.  The problem is 
that too often people get into their performance 
without creating that feel or finding their passion.  
They don't use it. They don't know what they want to 
feel, what their passion is. That is why the idea and 
dream part of process is so important.  It needs to be 
revisited and protected. 
 
For a coach, for a boss, for a teacher, anyone who has 
the responsibility of helping others perform, you 
cannot  simply teach technique.  You have to help 
them find their dream or, at least stay out of their way 
while they try to find it 
 
At the medical school, we place great emphasis on the 
dream, the passion, the student brings to us.  We have 
made a bargain that we will help them hold onto it if 
they act responsibly. We get our students to tell their 
stories about why they wanted to be doctor.  Often the 
stories are very moving.  Just as often, the students 
need to be reminded of their dream after two years of 
taking tests and competing for grades.  One student 
talked about his mother dropping dead right next to 
him when was a child.  That experience moved him to 
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want to be a doctor.  Other students told about 
experiences they had with their own doctors, how 
much their pediatrician meant to their family, or how 
an orthopedic surgeon got them back on the playing 
field.   
 
Our belief is that we will produce better doctors the 
more they can hold onto the Why while we have the 
responsibility of making sure that How we train them 
does not ignore or destroy their dream.  One student 
said it best when she talked about what happens when 
the why and how are not resonant: 
 
Goals are all that you have left when your dreams 
have been beaten out of you. 
 
One question I found myself asking after years of 
interviews and sharing what I had learned was why 
does this seem to work?  I found the answer more in 
my consulting work than in the interviews. 
 
The reality about true obstacles is they force us to 
respond.  We can respond in a variety of ways 
I  realized that most people  never take the time or 
feel they have permission to understand or find their 
own version of a dream.  
 
The question then is how do we choose the 
appropriate response when we hit an obstacle but do 
not have a dream, a sense of how we want to feel.  I 
realized that this answered my question about how it 
works.  Most of us respond to obstacles by dealing 
with the problem in front of us, not inside of us.  
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Typically people try to minimize damage, to respond 
to other people’s responses to them.  While situations 
might occur that are outside of us, I found that the 
true obstacles people faced were internal, inside of 
them.  Fear, doubt, anxiety, worry, maybe even 
ignorance.  These were the true obstacles. 
 
I have worked with several people who told me they 
were too analytical to do all the touchy-feely things I 
was describing.  They were determined too be in 
control, to analyze, they thought, everything. 
 
The funny thing was that they were coming to me 
because they were not getting where they wanted to 
be.  At their core, they were not feeling the way they 
felt they needed to feel.  I challenged those people 
that they simply were not being analytical enough.  I 
asked them if how they felt impacted how they 
performed.  Again, every single person answered yes.  
So I asked them how they wanted to feel.  Most 
people will tell me no one has ever asked them that 
question so they are not quick to answer it.  They 
simply do not know. 
 
What I have found is that having a dream matters 
because when someone hits an obstacle, they can 
decide to respond in the direction of their dream.  
Notice I said decide instead of choose.  Most people 
will choose amongst the options they see, that are in 
front of them.  Problem is they have chosen these 
responses before and  they simply did not work. 
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My job is to help them see new ways of responding.  
Generally this means revisiting the dream, even if 
they are unclear as to what it is.  One woman I 
interviewed told me her dream was to have a dream. 
 
How do you revisit your dream? 
 
In my interviews, people had many ways of doing so 
and some of them were surprising and even 
inspirational. 
 
Surgeon Curt Tribble  visits his patients and spends 
twenty or so minutes listening to their story.  He asks 
the patients why they are there.  The patients are 
usually a bit frightened of impending heart surgery.  
They might be slumped down, making themselves 
physically smaller.  The question puts them off at first 
and they wonder why their doctor is asking this.  
Doesn’t he know I’m here for heart surgery? 
 
Curt reassures them that his job is to take care of the 
heart problem as best he can.  Then Curt asks  them 
what they love doing, what they will do with the 
years they are potentially gaining from the surgery. 
 
The patients sit up, smile, and tell Curt about the 
things in life they love doing.  Guess what the most 
frequent answer for men is?  Mowing the lawn!  Of 
course their wives never believe them, but it does 
make sense.  In cutting the grass, they are being 
productive, they are outside, they are left alone, and 
they have a sense of control. 
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Women often talk about doing family things such as 
playing with grandkids.  Curt has heard hundreds of 
stories with hundreds of different answers.  Hunting, 
running. biking, traveling..  None of the answers are 
dramatic.  As Joe Torre of the New York Yankees 
said when asked  why his team was successful he 
replied “Think small, play big.” 
 
Curt then makes a deal with the patients.  He will do 
the best job he can to repair any damage to the 
patient’s heart.  He asks the patients to keep the 
answer in mind throughout the process including 
rehabilitation.  When the patients are back to doing 
the things they love, Curt wants a picture sent to him. 
 
This has an added advantage for patient and doctor.  
Curt helps the patient have a dream and work towards 
it.  This deal helps Curt revisit his dream of 
connecting with his patients in the moment, but once 
Curt has the picture, he files it away close at hand to 
look at later.  In fact, he keeps pictures of his patients 
on his PDA.  He has hundreds of them.  When he 
needs a reminder of why he is a heart surgeon, he 
simply looks at the pictures. 
 
Some people do things away from their work to 
renew themselves.  Author Tess Gerritsen told me 
that as she has become more successful as a writer 
she has had to find other outlets to renew her.  She 
finds hers in music: 
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I find I am putting a lot more creativity in my 
music.  I have my own band.  We’re an Irish band.   
I’m trying to get them to fuse it with jazz and 
blues, Celtic jazz.  I find that I’ll put my book  
aside and I’ll go into the next room and pick up 
my violin and all of a sudden that’s where I get my 
joy. 

- Tess Gerritsen 
 
When Jeff Rouse was getting ready for the 1992 
Olympics, he hit an obstacle that he thinks might have 
cost him the race.  He was on a bus going to practice 
a week before his event and the bus got lost.  He was 
cramped and tired and the bus ride was an hour longer 
than expected.  When he got to the pool they were 
dropped off a quarter mile downhill from the pool. 
 
He went into the pool area.  Along comes Mark 
Tewksberry who sat down and listened to Jeff 
complain about the bus ride.  Tewksberry to this point 
did not think he could beat Jeff, but his grumbling 
made him sound beatable.  Tewksberry beat him by 
six one hundredths of a second. 
 
As we talked about the 1996 Olympics, Jeff told me 
he learned a real lesson from that experience, an 
experience Tewksberry wrote in his  book about 
winning the Gold Medal.  Jeff said that he realized he 
should have simply jumped into the pool and played 
in the water to cool down, to remember why he 
swam, to experience the harmony with the water.  He 
used that as preparation for the 1996 Olympics . 
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The trick is to move obstacles back to the preparation 
stage by knowing what the dream is and revisiting it.  
The interesting lesson I’ve learned is that some 
people become so good at it, they actually enjoy 
dealing with the obstacles.  Consider this story about 
cellist Yo Yo Ma from Gladwell’s  New Yorker 
article “The Physical Genius:” 
 
Yo-Yo Ma says that only once, early in his career, 
did he try for a technically perfect performance. 
"I was seventeen," he told me. "I spent a year 
working on it. I was playing a Brahms sonata at 
the 92nd Street Y. I remember working really 
hard at it, and in the middle of the performance I 
thought, I'm bored. It would have been nothing for 
me to get up from the stage and walk away. That's 
when I decided I would always opt for expression 
over perfection." It isn't that Ma doesn't achieve 
perfection; it's that he finds striving for perfection 
to be banal. He says that he sometimes welcomes it 
when he breaks a string, because that is precisely 
the kind of thing (like illness or an injury to a 
teammate) that you cannot prepare for that you 
haven't chunked and, like some robot, stored 
neatly in long-term memory.  
 
The most successful performers improvise. They 
create, in Ma's words, "something living." Ma 
says he spends ninety per cent of his time "looking 
at the score, figuring it out-who's saying this, who 
wrote this and why," letting his mind wander, and 
only ten percent on the instrument itself. 
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The process works, I believe, because it requires 
that people at least consider their dream , a dream 
that needs preparation, that faces obstacles, and 
that provides a direction when these obstacles 
occur.  It provides a  means of responding that 
each of us can own and believe in when the 
pressure is on.



 72 

The Social Contract 
The Intersection of Freedom and Responsibility 
 
What drives this whole process is balancing freedom 
and responsibility. I found that a lot of doubt and fear 
and anxiety surface because  people don't know how 
to go about exercising their freedom - going out and 
performing and doing what they want – while 
accepting responsibility. Sometimes we accept too 
much responsibility. Bruce Hornsby said his 
philosophy in life was: 
 
Sixty percent of it is to be the baddest mother in 
music and the other forty percent is to try and get 
along with people while I'm doing that.  
 
    - Bruce Hornsby 
 
That is exercising freedom and accepting 
responsibility. The people that exercise freedom and 
accept responsibility, that balance the two, are the 
people who seem to manage doubt, fear, and anxiety 
because they understand how those things come 
together. 
 
When people tell me why they have a certain job, I 
ask them what responsibilities they have. It is 
interesting to me that in our country, a country built 
on freedom,  our politicians talk about personal 
responsibility, personal responsibility, personal 
responsibility. How many people do you know who 
think they  need more personal responsibility in their 
lives? While most of us have our own shortcomings, 
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most of us act responsibly. Yet over and over again 
we hear "Oh no, we need personal responsibility,"  as 
the solution to our problems. I have learned that in 
order to get people to accept the responsibility and 
follow through, the discussion must also include some 
talk about the freedom we will experience in being 
responsible.  In fact, this was the basis of Locke’s 
social contract which served as a foundation for the 
founding of this country. 
 
In doing my dissertation I found three types of 
freedom: 
 
Freedom From: 
Lack of oppression. A Passive freedom 
 
Freedom To: 
The exercise of freedom. The active freedom 
to do things. 
 
Freedom Of: 
The feelings of freedom during a chosen activity. 
 
When I did my study, I had this assumption that 
everyone knew what freedom was. As I ask people to 
define it, the answers I got were a "lack of oppression' 
and "no boundaries; I can do what I want"  However, 
that is not what I was hearing from performers.  
 
This threw me initially, but eventually  I realized that 
what I was hearing in the interviews was "freedom 
to", or the exercise' of freedom.  As one researcher 
suggested, freedom is an activity. 
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When I asked performers when they felt the most 
free, they did not say, "When I'm not oppressed'. 
What they said was, "It's when I'm doing this thing.”  
For Bruce Hornsby, it was when he was playing 
music, going after that ultimate musical adventure.  
For Dawn Staley, it was playing to win., For Rouse it 
was when he felt that harmony with the water. That is 
when they felt their freedom and they wanted to go 
after it and perfect it.  
 
"Freedom of”  is the feeling you experience during 
the activity .  The paradoxical aspect of this is that 
when these people felt that freedom, the freedom of, 
that they also performed at their highest levels.  In our 
result oriented society, they were fulfilling their 
responsibilities by exercising their freedom. 
Here are two examples 
 
Freedom For Jeff Rouse 
 
Freedom From: 
Fear 
Pressure Distractions 
 
Freedom To: 
Make decisions  
Learn  
Deal with setbacks  
Do the work, improve 
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Freedom Of: 
Easy speed  
Doing what he trained to do 
 
For Jeff Rouse, freedom meant having the freedom 
from peer pressure and distraction.  One of the most 
important things about him was how he made 
decisions.  Jeff  feels he functions best when he 
makes decisions how he trains. Basically, when he 
trained himself to do something and it happened. That 
is when everything just came together and he felt 
great about it.  He also performed at a World Record 
level when he remembered to make these decisions, 
when he sought information from others and took 
ownership of his own performance.  He saw coaches 
as playing a dual role—as an authority who pushed 
him and as a resource he could tap. 
 
Freedom for Bruce Hornsby 
 
Freedom From:   
Fear of Failure 
Myopic Perspective 
 
Freedom To: 
Dream,  
Express self  
Focus 
Make career decisions 
 
Freedom Of:  
Ultimate sense of spontaneous performance  
Understanding the rules 
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Bruce Hornsby grew up in an area where a lot of 
different people influenced him, and its interesting to 
listen to his music now because he's blended a lot of 
different things together to come up with his sound.  
Another interesting aspect with Bruce is his idea of 
understanding the rules. Many performers I've talked 
to who are willing to accept responsibility want to 
know the rules.  They want the rules to be very clear.  
 
Helping others accept responsibility includes the 
concept of ownership, of each person feeling they 
have a stake in the process, in the team, in the 
company, in the outcomes.  These concepts are about 
understanding people as well as technique and 
technology.  Duke Basketball Coach Mike 
Krzyzewski said it well: 
 
You have a chance for everyone to have 
ownership.  That’s the ultimate goal.  Where a 
team is owned by everyone on that team.  It’s 
always we. Psychology is the most important 
factor.  What happens in sport a lot and it happens 
in business as well, people try to learn the business 
or they learn the sport, the X’s and O’s and all 
that.  The amount of time they spend on that is so 
disproportional to the time they spend learning 
about people.  Yet these are the people who make 
the X’s and O’s work. 
 
   - Mike Krzyzewski 
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Conclusion 
 
I came across this quote in the Journal of American 
Medicine, - which really surprised me  to find it in a 
medical journal, but it captured what people were 
telling me in my interviews: 
 
We all start out knowing magic. We are born with 
whirlwinds, forest fires, and comets inside of us. 
We are all born able to sing to birds and read the 
educated right out of our souls. We get it churched 
out, spanked out washed out, and combed out. We 
get put on the straight and narrow and told to be 
responsible. Told to act our age. Told to grow up 
for God's sake. And you know why we were told 
that. Because the people doing the telling are 
afraid of our youth and because the magic we 
knew made them ashamed and sad about what 
they had allowed to whither in themselves. 
 
After you go so far away from it though, you can't 
really get it back, just seconds of knowing and 
remembering. When people get weepy at movies 
it's because in that dark theatre the golden pool of 
magic is touched just briefly. Then they come out 
into the hard sun of logic and reason again and it 
dries up, and they're left feeling a little heartsad 
and they don't know why. 
 
The truth of life is that each year we get a little 
further from the essence that is born with us. We 
get shouldered with burdens, some of them good, 
some of them not so good. Things happen to us. 
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Life itself does its best to take that memory of 
magic away from us. You don't know it's 
happening until one day you feel like you've lost 
something-and you're not sure what it is.  It's like 
smiling at a pretty girl and she calls you "sir" - it 
just happens. 
 

-Robert McCammon 
     from Boy’s Life 
 
So what's the take home lesson of all this. These 
people all know that there is something inside of them 
worth expressing and protecting, worth testing.  They 
protect it and nurture it.  They do so not by hiding it 
away, but by growing it and strengthening it. 
 
 I like McCammon’s description of magic.  The 
people I interviewed might feel this is overstating it a 
bit or maybe find it cliché.  It is my experience, 
however, that people respond to this passage in my 
presentations because I think most people knew their 
magic at one point and life somehow took it away.  
Better said each of us gave it away at some point in 
our lives. 
 
In the lead up to the Battle of Gettysburg, Col. 
Lawrence Chamberlain of the Union Army was given 
charge of one hundred twenty deserters. His 20th 
Maine regiment was camped just outside of 
Gettysburg when he was told he could do whatever he 
wanted with them, including shooting them.   He had 
only a few minutes to decide what to do with them, 
what to say to them.  Here is part of what he said:  
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I've been ordered to take you men with me. I've 
been told that if you don't come I can shoot you. 
Well, you know I won't do that. Not Maine men. I 
won't shoot any man who doesn't want this fight. 
Maybe someone else will, but I won't. So that's 
that. 
 
This Regiment was formed last fall, back in Maine. 
There were a thousand of us then. There's not 
three hundred of us now.  But what is left is 
choice. 
 
Some of us volunteered to fight for the Union. 
Some came in mainly because we were bored at 
home and this looked like it might be fun. Some 
came because we were ashamed not to. Many of us 
came ... because it was the right thing to do. 
 
Freedom is not just a word. 
 
This is free ground. All the way from here to the 
Pacific Ocean. No man has to bow. No man born 
to royalty. Here we judge you by what you do, not 
by what your father was. Here you can be 
something. Here's a place to build a home. It isn't 
the land. It's the idea that we all have value, you 
and me, we're worth something more than dirt. I 
never saw dirt that I'd die for, but I'm not asking 
you to come join us to fight for dirt. What we're all 
fighting for in the end is each other. 
 

-Col. Lawrence Chamberlain 
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As a result of his comments, 116 of the 120 deserters 
decided to join the fight.  The next day, by chance 
Chamberlain was stationed on the left flank of the 
Union defensive perimeter on Little Round Top.  The 
20th Maine held the flank and played a major role in 
the Union victory at Gettysburg, if not the Civil War.   
Chamberlain needed every one of those deserters in 
order to secure the victory and defend the flank. 
 
Chamberlain was wounded some 12 times during the 
war. Grant chose him to receive Lee's sword at 
Appomattox. Lincoln chose him to lead the victory 
parade in Washington D.C. He was the first American 
to receive the Medal of Honor. He later became 
president of Bowdoin College and two time governor 
of the State of Maine. 
 
I will leave you with the idea that you each has value 
and that your dreams have value. The good news is 
that the people I interviewed, by placing value on 
their dreams, by accepting the responsibility of going 
after the dream affected other people positively, and 
by protecting their magic, they made their dreams 
come true and they performed at a very high level. 
 
Different teachers may suggest exercises, but they 
may not be the ones to do the work for you. All a 
teacher can do is suggest. A teacher is like a 
lighthouse that says there are rocks over here. 
Steer clear. There is a channel out there. 

 
-Joseph Campbell 
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My message is that there is a channel out there. I have 
only my perspective to offer as well as my 
interpretation  of the interviews I conducted with 
successful people.. Performance is about learning and 
doing.  It starts with an idea that evolves into a dream.  
 
Accept the responsibility of learning and practicing  
seriously .  Use the knowledge to exercise your 
freedom and perform because in the end: 
 
The privilege of a lifetime is to be who you are. 

 
-Joseph Campbell 

 
Ultimately, each of these people learned about 
themselves, what they wanted and they pursued it in a 
responsible manner.  
 
As Harrison Ford said when he was asked on Inside 
the Actor’s Studio about separating his private life 
from his public performances: 
 
I am a private person in my private life.  In my 
working life, I grant my audience complete access.  
Everyone has a backstage pass.  You have to be 
willing to live in front of people, to live in front of 
people.  One of the things I love about acting that  
gives me the greatest satisfaction is the 
opportunity for that emotional exercise. 
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That investment to the point that it produces true 
emotion.  It’s not about you.  It’s about the 
continuity between you and the rest of your race. 
It’s about being human and it’s about sharing that 
humanity.  Knowing that humanity is among some 
of the most important moments of my life.  Being 
able to do that.  It is the willingness.  It is the true 
ambition to give yourself to that moment.  It’s no 
conflict for me. 
 
   -Harrison Ford 
 
Thanks for listening to me.  My hope is that you see 
this as more than a motivational lecture about 
pursuing your dream.  A dream without preparation is 
doomed to fail.  Preparation without the energy of a 
dream is unsustainable because of the many obstacles 
we all encounter.  Obstacles without a way of 
revisiting your dream are fatal.  Each step of the 
process matters and thrives on the others. 
 
I encourage you not just to find your dream, but live it 
in the real world, to discover a process that works for 
you.  Only you can do that, but you do not have to do 
it alone as Whitman encourages: 
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Stop this day and night with me and you shall 
possess the origin of all poems, 
You shall possess the good of the earth and 
sun...there are  millions of suns left, 
 
 
You shall no longer take things at second or third 
hand...nor look through the eyes of the dead...nor 
feed on the spectre in books, 
You shall not look through my eyes either, nor 
take things from me, 
You shall listen to all sides and filter them from 
yourself. 
Not I, not anyone else, can travel that road for 
you, 
You must travel it for yourself. 
It is not far...it is within reach 
Perhaps you have been on it since you were born, 
and did not know 
Perhaps it is everywhere on water and on land. 
Shoulder your duds, and I will mine, and let us 
hasten forth: 
Wonderful cities and free nations we shall fetch as 
we go. 
 
   -Walt Whitman 
     Leaves of Grass 
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