
 

Chapter VII - MENTAL TOUGHNESS 

 

Mental toughness does not entail clenching your teeth, trying harder, thinking more, straining 

your eyes to focus, or having someone scream, “Be tough!” at you.  Mental toughness is the 

ability to remain positive and proactive in the most adverse of circumstances. 

 

Mental toughness is built on doing the thing that is hard over and over again, especially when 

you don’t feel like doing it.  Push through on your down days when you are not feeling your 

best.  Distraction, discomfort, and difficulties are no match for the champion. 

 

This dogged determination requires keeping your feet moving forward 

through inconveniences, substantial discomfort, and insecurities to 

reach your top goal.  When you want something really badly, don’t 

give up until you’ve got it. 

 

Mental toughness can be demonstrated at a particular moment in time 

or over the long term, as in your overall career success.  Doing the 

thing that is hard over and over again is like depositing money in your 

inner-strength bank account. 

 

Distance runner Emil Zatopek is one example of an athlete who used 

mental toughness in his training to reach the top.  He won three gold 

medals in the 1952 Helsinki Olympics, including victory in the first 

marathon he ever entered.  Overall, Zatopek won a total of five 

Olympic medals: four gold and one silver. 



Dubbed the “Czech Locomotive,” Zatopek said, “If one can stick to the training throughout the 

many long years then will-power is no longer a problem.  It’s raining?  That doesn’t matter.  I am 

tired?  That’s beside the point.  It’s simply that I just have to.” 

 

Around the time Zatopek was tearing up the track, Billy Mills was living in poverty in Pine 

Ridge, South Dakota.  He was orphaned at the age of 12 and was raised o an Indian reservation 

rife with alcoholism.  He turned to athletics for a positive outlet and eventually took up running. 

 

Mills made the U.S. Olympic 

track-and-field team for the 1964 

Tokyo Olympics.  He was an 

afterthought in the 10,000-meter 

race – his qualifying time was 

almost a full minute slower than 

the favorites. 

 

However, the fiercely resilient Mills overcame a lack of international experience, a wicked shove 

and elbow on the last lap, by favorite Ron Clarke, and being boxed in on the final turn.  

Nevertheless, he blasted down the final stretch and won the gold in record time. 

 

In the 2007 NFL divisional playoff game between the Green Bay Packers and Seattle Seahawks, 

Packers running back Roger Grant fumbled twice in the first 4 minutes and his team fell behind 

14-0.  He told himself, “It happened, that sucks, ‘gotta’ move on.” 

 

A champion knows that thoughts cause feelings, and feelings affect performance.  Rather than 

retreating into a shell, Grant gave himself a pep talk and gained 201 yards and scored three 

touchdowns to help lead his team to an impress come-from-behind 42-20 victory.  He was able 

to “fumble and forget,” so he could get back to work. 

 

It is always better to acknowledge and accept whatever happens.  Then let it go and focus 

forward with complete confidence.  Grant’s attitude was that he needed to keep his head in the 

game because there was a lot of football left to be played.  Always remember, whether in 

training or competition, tough times require mentally tough responses. 
 

Mental toughness is the ability to remain 
positive and proactive in the most adverse of 
circumstances. 


