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TRAIN 
 

All that I am, I am because of my mind.  
—Paavo Nurmi 
 
It was a dark, cold November evening, and the slightly built Czech runner could be 
seen doing endless rounds of the track. He would pick up a stone on one side, run 
one lap fast, drop it off, rest for 30 seconds, and then do the same thing again. 
And again. Coaches would laugh at what they perceived as mindless repetition. 
But there was method in the madness. The year was 1952 and the runner’s name 
was Emil Zatopek. He would go on to win the 5,000 meters, 10,000 meters, and 
the marathon at the 1954 Helsinki Olympics, the home of his hero Paavo 
Nurmi—a feat which has never been repeated. 
 
Zatopek’s innovation of systematic interval training would transform track training, and 
eventually extend to other sports. If not quite as visual, it was certainly as transformational 
as U.S. high jumper Dick Fosbury and his flop during the 1968 Mexico Olympics. More than 
60 years later, similar interval training concepts are used for people in their 80s as well as 
those recovering from heart attacks. Training is not just for professional sports, and there is 
much that we can learn on both a practical and conceptual level from how athletes train, 
for business health, well-being, and performance. 
 
The final part of the SEP model is TRAIN, and here we cover two main areas. First is the 
physical fitness practices that can be implemented by a busy professional, finding efficiency 
and effectiveness in the scarce time available, and second, what we can learn by looking at 
the art, or discipline, of training. We have discussed several cases so far where physical 
training practice is shown to be a key part of peoples’ lives who are not professional 
athletes, but who focus primarily on their mental abilities, from chess grandmasters such as 
Carlesen and Kasparov to great fiction writers like Murakami. Interval training is one 
practical takeaway for the business athlete, and we return to that in detail shortly. But let us 
look at how training—physical exercise for health—is usually conceived in the world of 
business. 
 
I would love to have 90 minutes to train, but generally I have to sacrifice some sleep—if I want 

to work out, I have to do it before breakfast. I usually train for around 45 minutes, 6 days a 
week. One day, I’ll do weights, the next cardiovascular. 

 
This quote came from Barack Obama speaking just after his election to office; he talked 
about the importance of taking care of his physical condition as a means of coping with the 
marathon demand of an election campaign. There are two points worthy of highlight here: 
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the first is in reply to many peoples’ claim that they don’t have enough time to exercise—if 
the President of the United States can find time, perhaps we all can! Okay, perhaps that’s a 
little unfair given the large support net- work he enjoys (as an aside, build your own, as we 
discuss in Chapter 16, “Leading Change in the Triple Lens of Sustainability”), but the second 
point is that through the SEP program, we can learn a better strategy than that of the 
president of the United States. The key function is time. I hope from the preceding four 
elements of the SEP model that you are aware of small but highly impactful practices that 
can be completed in small pockets of time: for example, 30 seconds for breathing, 1 minute 
for being mindful, 3 minutes for stretching, 15 minutes for a post-lunch walk. All of these 
may be integrated by the professional and business athlete alike and are the true 
fundamentals of Sustaining Executive Performance in the workplace. 
 
Time constraints were examined recently by management professor Russell Clayton and 
colleagues. They found that dedicating time to exercise, which may be viewed as a luxury 
time item for busy professionals, is more valuable for those people with greater demands 
on their time. The reasoning is multiple—the structure and planning of training may be 
transferred with positive effect, improving self-efficacy, to other parts of a person’s life, not 
to mention the more practical and readily acknowledged benefits of exercise, such as stress 
reduction—as long as exercise doesn’t translate into another thing to do, and therefore 
become an additional source of stress. 
 
After reflecting on legitimizing the practice of physical training into a time-constrained life, 
the next question often revolves around what type of exercise to do. For me, there are 
two main elements in TRAIN, which when combined with the mobility imperative of 
Chapter 6, “MOVE,” give us the required 1-2-3 approach to physical health and well-being 
for the business athlete. First, we consider aerobic intensity—whatever gets the blood 
moving and the heart pumping faster—and second, core strength. These two elements 
mirror the fundamental approach taken by all athletes in their own training programs. 
 
Beyond the type of training, another key factor pertains to finding an activity that you enjoy, 
and something that is feasible and/or accessible. We encourage running in SEP programs 
because it is something that the busy traveling professional can integrate easily, yet we 
understand that running can be torture for some! Perhaps the exercise can connect with 
your passion, or be shared with a family member. The key is that it doesn’t become 
another source of stress or “work to do.” With luck, you won’t even be conscious that you 
are exercising—for instance, as in enjoying a dance class. Beware of slogging—where 
exercise becomes just another onerous task, sweaty, time consuming, and inefficient, where 
feelings of guilt arise because time is being taken away from the work- place or home. 
 
Safety is another key factor. Many of the people we work with have been keen sportsmen 
and sportswomen in their 20s and 30s, yet with increasing demands placed on their time at 
both work and home, a gradual withdrawal from structured training and participation in 
sports usually takes place. Yet the memory of those days vividly remains. Combine that 
with renewed motivation, and this often results in injury. People tend to forget the hours of 
practice enjoyed in previous years and that the body becomes more susceptible to injury as 
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it ages. So take care, even if, and probably more so, you have experience. Next we’ll look 
at the two physical TRAIN elements of aerobic intensity and core strength. 
 
Look for Aerobic Intensity  
 
We have already considered heart rate in Chapter 8, “RECOVER”— specifically, the resting 
heart rate as a measure of recovery. Maximum heart rate is another factor we can consider, 
which allows us to make decisions based on heart zone and intensity. Cardiovascular-based 
work has been shown to have the greatest benefit for brain performance (see Chapter 1, 
Reference 9). A lower resting heart rate generally means a higher level of fitness, and 
getting a resting pulse of under 60 ought to be an aim for the business athlete. Yet how our 
heart reacts to activity is also a measure of fitness. In my most recent treadmill stress test at 
FC Barcelona, the doctor looked for a healthy acceleration of my heart as I ran faster, as 
well as a rapid decrease after I stopped. A common mea- sure I use in my own training to 
gauge fitness is either measure my heart rate 60 seconds after the end of a hard training 
session, or note the time it takes for my heart rate to dip under 100 beats/minute. 
 
The generic formula for maximum heart rate is 220 beats per minute minus your age. 
Some people may be higher, others may be lower, but this is a helpful starting point. From 
here, we may consider zones as shown in Table 14.1. The key zones for us to consider are 
weight management (60–70% of our maximum), aerobic (70–80%), and anaerobic (80–
90%). The use of a heart rate monitor will allow you to accurately gauge both your real 
maximum (often on the penultimate effort of a hard interval session) and your heart zones, 
yet you can very easily gauge your zones through considering perceived exertion. 
 
The principal factor in perceived exertion is whether you are able to maintain a 
conversation. On an “easy run” field session during SEP programs, we ask people to run at 
a pace where they are able to maintain a conversation. If you are able to talk comfortably, 
you are around a maximum of 60%, a relatively low level of intensity and in weight 
management zone. If you exercise at an intensity where you cannot easily talk, you are 
most likely in aerobic zone. Anaerobic is harder still, with breathing itself often very difficult. 
 
So why is it called weight management? And what type of exercise should you do during 
the week? There are two main sources of energy in the body, fat and glycogen, and only a 
limited amount of the latter is stored in the muscles and the liver. Fat has the chemical 
structure C16 H32 O2. Glycogen is a sugar, and sugar has the chemical structure C6 H12 
O6. Consider now what is required when we increase the intensity of exercise and what 
we “gulp” for as we move from conversation mode to something a little harder! Looking 
for more O2? Your body knows when to make the switch and will look for the oxygen-rich 
glycogen instead of fat. 
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Table 14.1 Heart Zones and Perceived Exertion 
 

Heart Rate/ 
Maximum Zone Perceived Exertion 

50-60% Moderate Relaxed, easy. Rhythmic breathing. 

60-70% Weight 
management 

Comfortable. Slightly deeper breathing, conversation 
possible. 

70-80% Aerobic Moderate pace, more difficult to hold conversation. 

80-90% Anaerobic Fast and a bit uncomfortable. Breathing forceful. 

90-100% Maximum Unsustainable for a long period, labored breathing. 

 
So what are the takeaways for this? On a simple awareness level, when we train and we 
can talk, we are in weight management zone and our body is using primarily fat as energy. 
When we can’t talk, we are in aerobic zone, and those glycogen stores are being depleted. 
However, this doesn’t simply mean we always train in a low-intensity mode to lose weight. 
Many have tried this over the years, believing the weight- management heart zone to be 
the cure for losing weight, and have not been successful. When the body burns fat, it simply 
makes more to replace it. If we deplete our glycogen stores, the body will replenish them 
from the fat stores in our body. It’s not a simple process but enough to say that training 
during a week should include both low intensity exercise in the weight-management zone, 
and higher intensity exercise in the aerobic zone. This will maintain heart health, an efficient 
cycle of metabolizing fat and therefore controlling weight. 
 
The Paleo community has criticized the approach to heart health where the maximum time 
possible is spent with an elevated heart rate, labeling such an approach “chronic cardio” 
instead of following a regime based on more strength-based, short bursts of activity. If our 
ancestors moved up to 12 miles per day, as we noted in Chapter 6, it is reasonable to 
assume that many of those miles would be completed at a slow pace with short bursts of 
speed required now and then to either catch prey or escape that saber-toothed tiger! Yet I 
don’t believe we should pay too much attention to recent hysteria surrounding the need to 
minimize time with one’s heart rate elevated, with worries around enlargement of the heart 
one of the reasons for concern. Better to be a marathon runner than a couch potato, 
although it seems such hysteria is making the case for the latter! I have followed a 
reasonably intense training program since the age of 13 (almost 25 years). My heart is 
bigger as a result—the heart is a muscle, after all—and it is strong and efficient. I get a heart 
check on an annual basis, a simple check that will allow a person peace of mind before 
continuing with normal activity, or, as I hope, incorporating a more structured training 
program. 
 
Older health guidelines focused on the time spent in higher intensity zones (for example, at 
least 20 minutes with the heart elevated to 70% of its maximum at least three times per 
week) yet newer advice, based on Metabolic Equivalent of Tasks, or METs, looks at the 
equivalent effort through higher intensity practices such as interval training. A MET is the 
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amount of energy a person uses at rest. Two METs are 2 times the energy used, four METs 
are 4 times, and so on. Recent U.S. guidelines advocate a minimum of 500 MET 
minutes/week. This doesn’t mean 500 minutes of exercise. A high MET activity, such as fast 
running (greater than 15 km/h or 9 mph) is a 15 MET activity, which means just over a half-
hour per week would achieve the minimum. Walking is in the range 3–5, which would 
require 2.5 hours. 
 
High Intensity Interval Training (HIIT) has been a growing area of research in the past few 
years and applies just as much to previously sedentary groups as well as older 
demographics. If we’re considering the “talking zone” of perceived effort, which equates to 
the weight management zone for easy exercise, here we consider those higher heart zones, 
aerobic and anaerobic, where breathing as well as talking is difficult. A. G. Lafley talked of 
interval training for the workplace in his daily routine, and interval training is another 
powerful example of the importance of rhythms and waves in our lives, as we have 
discussed earlier in the book. Zatopek would complete monstrous interval sessions, often 
40 × 400 meter repeats twice per day during one week. Yet recent research has shown 
that intervals of high intensity during just six seconds has a beneficial effect for elderly 
people. This is another key factor. Many of us are often frightened of attaining these high 
levels of intensity, believing it to be a heart attack waiting to happen, yet we are more likely 
to suffer a heart attack sitting on the couch on a Sunday watching the TV (and sadly I have 
been aware of such cases in the world of business where email has been added to the 
mix). 
 
A BBC Horizon documentary from 2011 on the myths of exercise looked at HIIT in detail. 
One of the memorable clips included the documentary narrator, Dr. Michael Mosley, trying 
a HIIT session on a stationary bicycle under the watchful eye of Professor Jamie Timmons. 
His work looks at the benefits of this high-intensity workout for sedentary groups, finding 
benefits in only 4 weeks specifically related to improved insulin sensitivity. In other words, 
the pancreas releases less insulin, which in turn minimizes risk of metabolic syndrome, 
stroke, and Type 2 diabetes. Given the sedentary and sugar dangers already noted in 
previous SEP chapters, this is a key advantage for the business athlete. In the interval 
session, Dr. Mosley completes three bike sprints of 20 seconds at maximum effort. One 
minute of high-intensity exercise is repeated three times per week. Time efficiency is 
therefore one of the main benefits for a busy professional. Warming up and cooling down 
is necessary, yet even when doing both, an effective session can fit into a 15-minute time 
window. The intensity of the exercise is also highly beneficial, in my view, for relieving 
stress. After a frustrating day in the office you can conduct such a session and often feel 
mentally clear afterward. I normally do such a session in the evening—not so late that it 
would overstimulate my body close to bedtime, making it difficult to fall asleep, but leaving 
two or three hours for my body to relax again, and then take advantage of the tiredness 
that ensues from such a hard session to get a deep sleep as well as fall asleep fast. Circadian 
rhythm research generally points to the greater benefit of exercise, for both performance 
and health, in the afternoon and early evening. The graph in Figure 14.1 shows my heart 
rate during such a session close to my home in Barcelona.  
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Figure 14.1 Heart rate during own interval session (hill repeats) 
 
There are eight heart rate peaks showing the eight hill repeats I ran as part of the session. I 
warmed up during the 10 minutes or so it took me to run from my home to the park, and 
then sprinted to the top of the hill, recovering between each hill repeat by jogging back 
down. It was a very hard session, the core of which lasted only 15 minutes, but it was of 
great benefit to my heart. I was in different zones throughout the time, aiding weight 
management and aerobic health as well as mental recovery. You will notice my heart rate 
entering anaerobic territory (90% of my maximum, which is around 185 beats per minute) 
during my climb up the hill before lowering to about 130 beats on the jog back down. 
 
The sprint up took around 45 seconds and the jog down around 1:20. The BBC 
documentary included two minutes of easy cycling between those 20-second sprints. 
Professor Martin Gibala and colleagues at McMaster University in Canada, a reference in 
HIIT training, settle on one minute as the optimum high-intensity period. Following such a 
protocol could give the following 15-minute interval session:  

• 4 minute warm-up � 
• 3×1 minute high intensity, 2 minute recovery 
• 4 minute cool down 

 
The “high intensity” may be conducted on a hill, on a bicycle, or by running fast and slow 
on a level piece of ground. Shortening the recovery time between intervals or increasing 
the number of intervals will make the session harder. You can use the same interval 
principle to progress to continuous running through a walk-run program:  
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• Week 1: Run 1 minute, walk 90 seconds. Repeat 8 times, 3× per week. � 
• Week 2: Run 2 minutes, walk 1 minute. Repeat 7 times, 3× per week. � 
• Week 3: Run 3 minutes, walk 1 minute. Repeat 6 times, 3× per week. � 
• Week 4: Run 5 minutes, walk 2 minutes. Repeat 4 times, 3× per week. � 
• Week 5: Run 8 minutes, walk 2 minutes. Repeat 3 times, 3× per week. � 
• Week 6: Run 12 minutes, walk 1 minute. Repeat 3 times, 3× per week. � 

 
The key is high intensity, beyond your comfort zone, followed by recovery, and repeat—at 
least 3 or 4 times. Repeating on an interval basis increases the resistance on the high 
intensity part, which makes it progressively easier over time. 
 
So how can you fit intervals into your week? What about during your business travels? 
When booking a hotel, I look for a multistory building of at least seven stories. Even if I 
have only 10 minutes available, I will complete an interval session in the stairwell of the 
hotel (which is of course deserted because everyone is waiting on the elevators and 
checking their smartphones) sprinting to the top before jogging back down. I will easily 
enter anaerobic territory on such a session, which also significantly increases core strength, 
given the need to bound the stairs as well as mental concentration and coordination to 
ensure stairs are ascended and descended safely. Such a session may be completed at a 
lower intensity or take into account a lower level of fitness by walking up and walking 
down. The heart rate will exhibit the same high and low rhythms as for any interval session. 
 
Develop Your Core  
The second physical element of TRAIN is core strength development— the abdominal 
area of the body that is a main area of focus for professional athletes and others noted so 
far, including Garry Kasparov and Mick Jagger, who worked on their core strength to aid 
their thinking and singing performance. Strengthening is required to build the strong base 
on which a consistent training regime can rest, to derive benefit over the long term and is 
the basis of personal resilience for a demanding career. The core keeps everything else in 
check on a physical level—top half and bottom half of the body—as well as your emotions, 
and it keeps decision making strong during a long day. Improved core strength is what will 
get you through the 12, 14, or 16-hour day necessity now and again with a key client or 
project. 
 
It is not necessary to use weights at the gym to do this, because using your own body 
weight is often the most effective means of such training. Practitioners of yoga and Pilates 
will be familiar with such an approach. Short routines, built in to the day, can quickly and 
efficiently build strength. As well as focusing on improving abdominal strength, a stronger 
back is an additional benefit of core work; this is an area of the body especially susceptible 
to injury in the professional business domain given a simple lack of use. Excessive sitting 
progressively makes the back weaker. Standing for longer periods, as advocated in Chapter 
6, will improve core strength on its own as well as provide a focus on maintaining good 
posture when sitting, by engaging the core and pulling in the belly button. Both yoga and 
Pilates have been revisited in the context of the office domain in recent years with new 
light versions of such practice conceived for short periods, even while sitting. Use of an 
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elastic band, like Dynaband, is a further popular means of improving strength in the seated 
office environment. Consider professional credibility, as we have already noted in Chapter 
6. If such routines are acceptable within your own company culture, then fine, but it is often 
just as easy to find a private space to do a quick 10-minute mat-based core session with 
your business dress on. Finishing with some of the recovery methods we have noted in 
Chapter 8, such as breathing and mindfulness, can give a powerful and quick boost within a 
demanding day. 
 
Simple exercises, including a squat and plank, shown in Figure 14.2, need only take 30–60 
seconds on a daily basis, yet if integrated within the daily routine will make a significant 
impact on core strength within a four-week period. A full range of core strength exercises 
are available on the book’s website (mysep.net).  
 

 
 

Figure 14.2 The plank 
 
A plank is easy in terms of technique, yet surprisingly hard to maintain good form for even 
a few seconds. Approaching a plank in the right way is important in order not to cause 
injury. A common mistake is moving directly into the plank position from standing. The 
following steps will ensure safety and progression:  

1. Drop to one knee, and then the other, before falling forward to rest fully on your 
stomach. � 

2. Lift your head and upper body gently, without straining your back. Bend your 
elbows and prepare to sustain your weight on your forearms, as shown in the 
figure. Tuck in your toes at the back. � 

3. Lift your body from the floor, aiming to achieve a straight line from shoulder to 
heel. Keep your head and neck relaxed. � 

4. It is important not to have your backside too high or too low. Using a mirror to 
ensure a good straight line is advisable if you are doing it for the first time. � 

5. Hold for 10 seconds, then lower your body (middle section only, maintain form of 
your forearms and toes) to the floor and rest for 5 seconds.  

6. Repeat three times.  
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I do this each morning and it helps me to wake up. As well as engaging the physical core, 
such an exercise engages the brain to make you more alert. You could therefore try it 
during the nap zone to achieve the same effect—something quick, effective, and where 
changing clothes is not necessary. Be as discreet as you like. 
 
Planks are the second main consideration I have during my business travels. As well as 
stairwell intervals, I try to ensure that the room is at least big enough (and clean enough) to 
do plank work. U.S. readers may read this with incredulity, but you may be surprised at the 
size of some European hotel rooms! I’ve also found personally that push-ups are a fantastic 
method for making me tired just before bedtime and ensuring that I get a good night’s 
sleep, and it’s something I also try to do before air travel to maximize my chances of 
sleeping on the plane The third and final consideration I have for business travel is a 
suspension trainer, like a TRX. This is composed of two durable nylon straps that fit easily 
in a small bag for packing and that can be hung on the inside of a door to do a variety of 
body weight exercises. Just remember to lock the door and put on the do not disturb sign! 
In sum, three simple hacks that ensure health and fitness on the road. 
 
Any body weight work such as planks, push-ups, and squats will improve your lean muscle 
mass. You may not see your six pack if it is hidden underneath some stomach fat, but you 
will still feel the benefit of a stronger core. By increasing the amount of lean muscle in your 
body you will also increase your base metabolic rate and therefore burn more calories at 
rest. So do you want to lose more weight sleeping or just watching TV? Do more planks! 
Or better still, do some planks while watching TV! 
 
Aerobic intensity and core strength are the two practical areas of focus for effective and 
efficient executive training, which combine with the mobility imperative for business health, 
well-being, and performance. There are also three factors I believe we can learn on a 
conceptual level from the art of training.  
 
The Art of Training I: Balancing ON and OFF  
 
As we have discussed so far in the book, stress is good for us. Rhythms or waves allow us 
to maintain balance, and athletes are fantastic at balancing this ON and OFF. We have 
already noted briefly the importance of safety for a busy professional, even for those of you 
(and especially so) with a background in sports. Building progressively through a structured 
training program is therefore necessary to follow a safe and sustainable approach to 
physical fitness. This is no different from elite athletes who will build progressively to a goal 
in training that represents the upper limit of their abilities before allowing their bodies to 
recover. The key principle here is that of periodization: a three-phase approach where 
training load is built progressively over a period of time before maintaining that load and 
then allowing the body to recover, through a taper. A common training period for these 
three phases or cycle time is 6 weeks, but athletes will consider balancing this ON and OFF 
on a daily, weekly, seasonal, and even 4 yearly (Olympic) term. 
 
So what is your own principal cycle time? This is a necessary reflection in order to design 



MacGregor on Executive Health with The European Business Review (October 2018) 

Originally Chapter 14 (TRAIN) in Sustaining Executive Performance: How the new self-management 
drives innovation, leadership, and a more resilient world by Steven P. MacGregor (Pearson 2015, ISBN: 
0133987000) © The Leadership Academy of Barcelona. 

10	

the requisite recovery mechanisms. Perhaps it is the business quarter. I’ve worked with 
managers in Oracle to develop their resilience rituals around a grueling Q4. Because it’s a 
sales-driven organization, the fourth business quarter in Oracle, from March to May, is a 
challenging period that requires the right approach and corresponding action before, during, 
and after. Cycle time may also be longer than a business quarter. Consider, for example, 
the successful hotel proprietor in a tourist hotspot, “making hay while the sun shines” so to 
speak. The Esposito brothers in Capri manage a top boutique hotel, La Minerva, working 
14-hour days, 7 days a week from May to October. Often, it is only the dream of vacation 
in November that sustains them during the nonstop high season, with no differentiation 
between days, a Sunday being the same as a Wednesday or Friday. Yet coping with the 
rigors of the high season is often not the principal challenge. How does one cope with 
switching off after “spinning wheels” at such a high speed for six months without a break? 
The winter months in Capri can be a desolate place, which has resulted in many younger 
people leaving the island to find their fortunes elsewhere. Different people require different 
coping mechanisms for such long on and off cycles, and I hope you can find your own 
secrets from within the possible SEP actions.  
 
The Art of Training II: The Power of Positive Practice 
 
So where does high performance come from? I think it is easy to look at modern Olympic 
Champions, following in the footsteps of people like Emil Zatopek and Paavo Nurmi, and 
think they are simply super- human—that they possess a talent that we don’t. Talent is of 
course important, yet these superhuman feats are not as inaccessible as we may believe. 
We overlook the value of practice and don’t always fully appreciate the countless hours of 
training that produce such performances and deliver those gold medals. In studies of expert 
performance in many fields, including music, tennis, and chess, researchers have found few 
signs of precocious achievement before the individuals started intensive training. 
 
The role of practice has been highlighted in recent years by Malcolm Gladwell (himself a 
sub-5-minute mile runner at age 51), who states that 10,000 hours are required for world-
class performance. The practice of many modern-day sports stars, including Tiger Woods, 
Michael Schumacher, and Lewis Hamilton, can be traced back many years, evidenced by 
photos of them practicing at a very early age. I hope your takeaway is not to put your 
children in a high-pressure sports academy to yield an Olympic or World Champion in 20 
years’ time! Rather, recognize the importance of practice. Patience is required, yet success- 
fully reengineering habits and achieving consistent practice—preferably daily—can lead to 
transformation. Another example comes from the tennis player Rafael Nadal. In a Nike 
commercial from 2012, Nadal and his coach, his Uncle Toni, discussed his change from 
playing with two hands to becoming a left-handed player—a change that required many 
hours of practice to get right from an early age. The interviewer then asks Nadal if he can 
do anything else with his left hand, and he is shown having great difficulty with the most 
simple of tasks! Think about what Nadal can do with his left hand in tennis, destroying some 
of the greatest players the game has ever seen, and yet he can’t write his name, or brush 
his teeth, or hit a dart board from a couple of feet away with that left hand. He hasn’t 
practiced those things. 
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And yet practice on its own is not enough. John Jerome found that the “the only 
identifiable across-the-board advantage that good athletes seem to have over the rest of us 
is the quality of their attention. They pay attention to the task in hand a little better than 
you and I do.” Here I want to highlight the difference between practice and mindful 
practice. Paying attention and being mindful have been covered several times now, 
principally within Chapter 10, “FOCUS.” Doing something over and over, without paying 
much attention to the practice, will not yield the improvement necessary, or at least the 
improvement that is possible. Let us look at an example that unites us all, a practice that we 
have been doing most of our lives, that of walking. In terms of hours of practice, most of us 
will have attained more than 10,000 hours. So applying a strict definition of the rule, should 
we all be world-class walkers? Let me ask you a couple of questions on walking. Answers 
are shown at the bottom of the page.1 
 

1. Which part of the foot touches the ground first? � 
2. When the right foot is flat, what is the left foot doing? � 
3. When the left heel touches the ground, where is the right arm? 

 
Did you get the answers? Perhaps so, but I don’t think they come quickly. This is the 
difference between practice and mindful practice. If you ask Olympic walkers, they will 
know very well about foot contact, because if they don’t do it correctly in a competition 
they will be cautioned and then disqualified. If you ask someone who is perhaps recovering 
from an accident and learning to walk again, the person will be acutely aware of the 
position of the arm in relation to the body, and if you ask someone with a running injury 
like plantar fasciitis (myself, during a large part of 2014), he will know exactly which part of 
the foot touches the ground first. Being mindful of practice, through tracking, measuring 
progress, and reflecting, as we have discussed as elements of the new self-management, is 
therefore the key in linking practice to progress. Forget about world-class performance and 
the 10,000 hour rule; build in daily small habits to transform yourself.  
 
The Art of Training III: Finding Flow  
 
I learned to cycle in Spain. The narrow, undulating roads of the Basque Country toughened 
me up, and my Girona companions added the necessary finesse. Between both places, I 
found flow. I didn’t know it at the time, but flow is the main reason that I, and my many 
sports companions over the years, have spent so many hours dedicated to training and 
racing for a large part of our lives. So what is flow? As an introduction, I’ll share the opening 
to an article on bicycle design that I penned in 2005 for the industrial design super site, 
Core77, subsequently republished by Business Week. 
 
 
 

																																																								
1 1. Heel. 2. Toes are touching (although it is possible that the foot is in the air, the greater probability is 
that the toes are touching). 3. In front of the body. 
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¡¡¡¡KKKRRRAAAAACCCCKKK!!!!—that familiar push of the gears to the 53-12. I jumped out of 
the saddle and blasted away from the pack. One or two of the others entered the first of their 
Ks as I finished mine, but that was all I needed. For 8 seconds it was head down and a heavy 
pull on the legs as my cadence increased from around 60 to 120 revolutions per minute. I threw 
a quick glance under my right armpit—they still didn’t have my wheel and I noticed the grimaces 
on their faces as they experienced the pull towards that high tempo. It was so effortless and I 
felt that I had gears left—I looked down at the sprocket but sure enough, the chain was sitting 
on the lowest level. It’s then you hear the sound—the traffic, the groans, the wind—all 
disappear, and notice only a faint whirring, like the wing-flap of a humming bird may sound. And 
you do nothing; you’re producing 500W of power, spinning your legs twice per second, traveling 
at over 35mph...but you do nothing, apart from listen to that sound ($2000 dollars of Italian-
made carbon and steel singing a sweet song, operating at 98,6% efficiency). But it doesn’t last, 
‘cause as soon as you hear it, you know there’s only a few seconds left before the world comes 
crashing in, and your legs start falling from that high stroke and begin to protest the power 
they’re being asked to produce. But the line is there, and so close. You feel the presence of other 
riders on all sides, and then you see front wheels, and then a head...that front wheel inching ever 
closer. You strain, and lunge—that sound a distant memory, and the line is yours. Hey, it was 
only a Thursday night ride with the pack in Girona, and the line was the sign for the town limit, 
but that feeling is what it’s all about. 
 
For me, that “feeling” is flow. Termed by the Hungarian psychologist Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi, flow is the state of complete immersion in an activity, where people are 
fully engaged and fulfilled. Flow, there- fore, concerns high performance, and although there 
is much that we can learn from the sporting world, it is not their exclusive domain with 
other fields, including art and music being the subject of Csikszentmihalyi’s research into the 
high performance state. Flow is characterized by both the skill level used and the challenge 
level faced being high. Those engaged in flow are therefore stretched, and using all their 
abilities to meet the challenge at hand. Flow may come from practice, yet it is also beyond 
practice—in a demonstration of the thing we were perhaps born to do, our purpose. We 
can watch the 800-meter runner David Rudisha, especially his performance in the final of 
the 2012 London Olympics, to witness what flow looks like. 
 
Flow can also take us away from the physical self with Csikszentmihalyi finding that when 
such total immersion takes place, time, food, and ego all disappear. I’ve experienced a very 
simple example of this. I once had a severe running-related blister that led me to limp 
around for more than a week. I love teaching and am often very mobile. The only time I did 
not feel that blister—and I was completely oblivious to it—was during my classes. The 
minute I stopped, I felt it again. I also watched Rafa Nadal with what I assume was a similar 
experience during a match in 2013. He developed an enormous blister on his hand, but 
you wouldn’t believe it given the performance level he maintained during each game. Only 
in the breaks did you see him grimace while his support staff tried to dress the wound. 
Nadal seemed to be turning his flow on and off. 
 
So how may such characteristics be more present within the workplace? On a simple 
planning level, Lafley’s workflow was discussed in Chapter 8, and Steven Kotler has looked 
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at how to foster flow in the workplace through different triggers, including focused 
attention, shared risk, and shared, clear goals. Other themes we have covered so far in 
Sustaining Executive Performance, including responsibility for one’s own contribution, 
experimenting outside the comfort zone, and gaining feedback on action through 
measurement, all contribute to this high-performance state. 
 
I also believe that we may uncover aspects of flow through reengaging with our physical 
selves—providing the necessary energy and control for flow to function. I have seen people 
transformed when getting on a bicycle or when changing into their sports clothes; the 
swagger that is missing in other parts of their life, including business, suddenly comes to the 
fore. And I have seen the opposite—the most powerful business- people who can hold a 
room with power and poise often seem to lose their cloak of invincibility when they put on 
their sports clothes. Some have that natural confidence in both areas, though it is rare. A 
very simple reason for that confidence disappearing is that it is not the norm, essentially 
constituting alien practice. And if we return to the power of positive practice, practice may 
lead to progress and then performance from which passion may emerge. These four Ps are 
discussed further in Chapter 16. Returning again to the design field, David Kelley’s recent 
work on creative confidence highlights similar points, with Kelley recounting his experience 
in design thinking workshops where top-level business executives, so familiar with the 
rational processes on which their success is based, suddenly coming unstuck with the 
ambiguity of the design process. Yet experiencing that discomfort and ambiguity is a 
necessary part of being a design thinker. In the same way, connecting with our physical 
selves will lead to building such body confidence or intelligence, and as we see in sporting 
performance, help contribute to flow. 
 
Top Ten Takeaways: TRAIN  

1. Legitimize physical training as a key part of a professional life that has benefits 
beyond the physical. Make time for it. � 

2. Do something you enjoy. Experiment. Involve a family member. Don’t make it 
another thing on your to-do list. � 

3. Consider periodization and professional advice, more so if you have physical training 
or sports experience from an earlier stage in your life. � 

4. Look for aerobic intensity in general. Welcome periods in your week where you 
have the experience of having difficulty holding a conversation or breathing. � 

5. Try interval training. It’s excellent for health, fitness, mental clarity, relieving pressure, 
and time efficiency. � 

6. Consider a physical training strategy for business travel that sets you apart from the 
“going to the hotel gym” crowd. � 

7. Develop your core strength. Stand more. Try body weight exercises like squats and 
planks. � 

8. Find out your own principal cycle time and design rituals that support it. � 
9. Recognize the power of positive practice that can lead to performance and 

personal change in a relatively short time. Forget about “world-class” performance 
and 10,000 hours. � 

10. Cultivate better body confidence or intelligence that will contribute to flow. � 
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Emil Zatopek would run around as a child shouting “I am Nurmi, I am Nurmi!” Although he 
would surpass the times of the great Finnish runner, he wouldn’t achieve his level of 
acclaim. Paavo Nurmi was the first global sports superstar, before Ali and Pelé. Touring the 
United States in 1925, running in front of thousands at Madison Square Garden and 
granted a private audience with President Coolidge, Nurmi encapsulated both the practical 
and conceptual, the physical and mental best practices of TRAIN. A skilled mathematician, 
he was one of the first to take a highly analytical approach to his running, even racing with a 
stopwatch in hand. The complete quote with which we began this chapter is: “Mind is 
everything. Muscle—pieces of rubber. All that I am, I am because of my mind.” He would apply 
that mind to various successful business ventures and would become one of the richest 
men in Finland. After a long spell out of the limelight, he lit the Olympic flame at the 1952 
Helsinki Olympics in which Zatopek would create history. They say that people openly 
wept when they saw him. 


