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‘1 didn’t train for this’: Take cues
from elite athletes to maintain stamina
during the COVID-19 crisis

We can train ourselves to develop mental toughness to get us through

challenging times
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have been, never will be. But as I

contemplated how to support my
colleagues at my hospital during the
COVID-19 pandemic—knowing that
we face more weeks of social dis-
tancing, probable virus outbreaks
as business opens up, and myriad
changes in how we will practice
medicine—I wondered how Olym-
pic athletes focus their mental and
physical stamina to respond to the
challenges of competition.

In this article, I offer some point-
ers, gleaned from techniques used
by exceptional athletes, on how we
can maintain our stamina during the

I am not an elite athlete. Never
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train their minds to achieve their
goals. As basketball great Kareem
Abdul-Jabbar said, “Your mind is
what makes everything else work”
Not surprisingly, athletes who train
to be mentally “tough” have a better
chance to reach the podium.

One definition of mental tough-
ness is the “ability to perform toward
the upper range of your talent and
skill” regardless of external circum-
stances.! Mental toughness involves
an unshakable self-belief, resilience,
motivation, focus, and ability to

perform under pressure and manage
physical and emotional pain.

Like me, most of you probably
are not elite athletes, but you can
train your mind to be tougher and
increase your stamina using some of
the following techniques.

Think positively

Do you find yourself dealing with an
inner monologue of fear, self-doubt,
and feelings of worthlessness? That
is the Obnoxious Roommate in your
head as described in a HuffPost

“Your mind
is what makes
everything

COVID-19 marathon.

Train your mind

Elite athletes understand that what
will take them to the top of their sport
is less about their physical gifts (all
elite athletes have superior athletic
talent) and more about how they

else work.”
— Kareem Abdul-Jabbar
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article and based on the pioneering
work of psychiatrist Aaron Beck, MD,
the father of cognitive-behavioral
therapy.>® Such thoughts negatively
affect one’s sense of self-efficacy,
which is the mental state of believ-
ing that you can meet the chal-
lenges you face. Elite athletes pay
particular attention to their self-talk
and replace negative thoughts with
positive ones. These may include
affirmations of your strengths or cue
words that pump you up or help you
manage your nerves.

To begin this practice, first
observe what you are telling yourself.
You may be saying, “I can’t do this.
This is too hard” This is an important
step because you may have lived with
the Obnoxious Roommate for so long
that these thoughts are automatic
and seem like a part of you. If, how-
ever, you first observe the thought
and acknowledge it, you can begin
to replace negative thoughts with
supportive ones: “This is hard, but I
can do this. I am intelligent, strong,
capable, and ready” While practice
and repetition are required, think-
ing positively eventually will become
a habit of self-support. Elite athletes
know that to reach the top, they need
to become their own best friend.*

Use visualization
Elite athletes visualize their events in
such meticulous detail that they can
actually feel their feet on the track,
their muscles tensing, the starter pis-
tol going off, the roar of the crowd.
Research shows that the part of the
brain that is activated in a race is
also activated when one visualizes
the race. It is as though the race is
happening in real time.> Physicians
could use this approach to visualize
the day ahead, picturing the pro-
cedures in detail and the clinical
encounters going well.

In the current crisis, we
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frequently need a way to calm
down quickly. One suggestion is to
find a quiet space and sit for a few
minutes, allowing the chair to sup-
port you. Then imagine a beautiful,
calm, soothing place. Relax there
and take in that feeling. Or, imagine
a past achievement when you felt
good about yourself. See yourself in
that moment, remember how you
felt, and take it in.

Plan for setbacks

All elite athletes have setbacks:
Marathon runners hit a wall, golf-
ers hit into the rough. But they don’t
spin out of control at setbacks. They
expect them, and they have practiced
skills to restore their confidence and
re-center themselves.® For example,
some athletes calm themselves by
performing a ritualized series of
movements. Others use a specific
phrase (that positive self-talk again!)
that reminds them of their goals
or skills, while others play specific
songs on their media player, or in
their head, to return to their center.

Another technique is to use
deep, rhythmic, diaphragmatic
breathing for about 30 seconds to
bring yourself back to your body.

The point is to have a plan in
place to respond to setbacks in a pos-
itive manner and get back on track.
Don’t waste time on self-criticism.

Manage stress
Not all stress is negative. Everyone
has a “sweet spot,” a level of activa-
tion from which we operate best.! If
we go too far over that level, though,
we can panic. If we aren’t stressed
enough, it is hard to get going at all.
If you need to be pumped up
to function at your best, try playing
music that energizes you. If you work
best when you are calm, take deep
breaths and attend to the exhalation
while you engage in positive self-talk.
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Another way to manage stress
levels during the COVID-19 pan-
demic is to employ the ESCAPE
mnemonic:
 Exercise. Research shows that regu-

lar aerobic exercise is a potent stress
reliever; it raises endorphin levels,
provides a general sense of well-
being, and improves immune func-
tion.” If you exercise regularly, do
everything possible to keep doing
so. If you do not have an exercise
routine, try taking walks. Get out into
the fresh air, pay attention to your
surroundings, and work to be pres-
ent in your body as you move.
 Sleep. Getting adequate sleep, 7 to
9 hours a night for most people, is
important for maintaining physi-
cal and emotional health.® Elite
athletes pay particular attention
to sleep because they know that
their bodies need to recharge. The
COVID-19 crisis has affected sleep
for many, and we need to con-
sciously attend to sleep hygiene.
This includes limiting use of screen
time to no more than 2 hours before
bed. As well, limit your intake of
the news and definitely avoid it
right before bedtime. Take a warm
shower, drink a cup of herbal tea, or
read a less-than-stimulating journal
article. Make sure your bedroom is
cool and dark. Keep a regular bed-
time and wake up at a regular time.

o Connect. Despite the current
need for physical distancing, do
not neglect your need to connect
to those you love and care about.
Whatever modality works for you—
telephone, e-mail, video conferenc-
ing—if you feel lonely, reach out.
Friends and families are concerned
about us, and it makes them feel
useful to support us. Allow that.

o Appreciate/cultivate gratitude.
Look for causes for celebration in
your life, whether thatis your family,
friends, or that you have a job and a
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home. Perhaps it is the cleaner air
or the beauty of nature. Whatever
you are grateful for, acknowledge
it, perhaps by writing it down in a
journal. Remembering these things
can serve as an antidote to the stress
created by the COVID-19 crisis.

e Play. Seek out things that make
you laugh.® Find your inner goofi-
ness. Get creative and paint,
sing, garden, golf, play an instru-
ment, dance, do puzzles, or play
games. We need to remember the

pleasures in life when times are
dark. Find whatever feels like joy.

Exhale. If you have a meditation
practice continue to do it. If not, con-
sider starting. Try yoga as a way to
center yourself in your body. Elite
athletes use meditation and yoga to
harness their minds and bodies to
feel more in control.'® When so many
things feel out of our control and
unpredictable, it can be immensely
soothing to connect to yourself in this
way and realize you can reliably relax.

Self-care is a necessity
While we are in a marathon not of
our choosing, we can use the tech-
niques of elite athletes to think
positively, visualize scenarios to
achieve our goals or to simply
relax, plan for setbacks so that we
can bounce back, and manage
stress productively. Self-care is
paramount as we continue to care
for others. Let’s not neglect our-
selves, and we will cross the finish
line together. ®
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